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The aim of this study was to explore the reading life histories of three Intermediate 
Phase (IP) language educators, and how their histories influence their teaching, as 
part of a larger University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN) reading project. Using the life 
history research approach, the manner in which the participants learnt to read at 
home before starting school, in Primary and High School and how they were trained 
to teach reading was examined. By observing their lessons and interviewing them, 
the effects that their experiences have had on their current teaching methods and 
their readiness to implement the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement 
(CAPS) in their phase in 2013, was explored. Research has shown that the literacy 
levels in South Africa (SA) are reason for great concern. There seems to be an 
overemphasis on decoding skills with limited exposure to all aspects of 
comprehension in the lower grades. Thus SA learners struggle to cope as they go on 
to higher grades where they are expected to read for meaning and read to learn. 
These problems may be associated with the inadequate training and limited 
knowledge of teaching reading of many SA educators. Educators who participated in 
this study seem to define reading as primarily decoding text to speech and view 
comprehension as a separate entity. In addition to this they do not have a full 
understanding of the complexities of the comprehension process. By exploring the 
participants’ experiences of learning to read, their training in teaching reading, and 
current classroom practices, the effects of the former two were visible on the latter. 
This study contributes to the larger research project as the participants’ 
misconceptions and preconceptions created by their own mediocre schooling, 
substandard and outdated training and inadequate continuous development, were 
analysed so these could be addressed in workshops designed by the UKZN reading 
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1.1. Introduction to the study 
This study explored three Intermediate Phase educators‟ experiences of learning 
and teaching reading. This chapter highlights the purpose and rationale of this study, 
theoretical framework, research questions, research method and the structure of the 
study. 
 
1.2. Focus and Purpose of Study 
This study forms part of the second phase of a broader action research project that 
focuses on literacy from the foundation phase to adult basic education training 
(ABET) in English as well as IsiZulu. The purpose of the project is to promote a 
reading culture amongst educators, learners and all stakeholders in the learning 
community of a school located on the rural outskirts of a large city in KwaZulu-Natal 
(KZN). 
 
In the first phase of this project, which was conducted in 2011, it was found that 
educators place emphasis on decoding skills when teaching reading and not on 
reading for understanding. This finding arose from research conducted in the Grade 
4 class at the school (Nehal, unpublished thesis) and during a subsequent workshop 
the educators articulated learning how to teach reading for understanding as a goal. 
Thus it was recommended that the educators‟ capacity for teaching reading, 
especially reading with good understanding, be built. The purpose of this study was 
to explore the Intermediate Phase educators‟ experiences and perceptions of how 
they learnt to read and how they were trained to teach learners to read and relate 
this to their current practice.  Thus this research will contribute to the greater project 
as it will provide insight into these educators‟ specific challenges and needs which 








According to Clandinin and Huber (in press, p.8) it is vital to justify the research in 
three different ways. Thus my reason for conducting this research is explained under 
the following headings: social justification, practical justification and personal 
justification. 
 
1.3.1. Social Justification  
Literacy education in South Africa (SA) is still in crisis. SA children are performing 
poorly against their African counterparts in international tests. For example, 
according to the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS 2006), 
South African Grade 4 and 5 learners achieved the lowest mean performance scores 
in comparison with 39 other participating countries (Long and Zimmerman, 2008). In 
addition to this, the report on the Annual National Assessments (2011) states that 
the average percentage attained for literacy in KZN was 39% and 29% in Grade 3 
and 6 respectively. Thus an obvious choice of research area in attempting to 
discover causes for this dismal state of affairs is to find out what is happening in 
terms of learning and teaching every day in the classrooms of our schools. A 
practical entry point for this is the teaching practices of our teachers, particularly 
those directly related to reading development of our school children.    
 
My research seeks to make a contribution to our understanding of how the 
participants‟ beliefs and experiences (how they learnt to read and were trained to 
teach reading) may have shaped their classroom practice and prepared them to 
implement CAPS in 2013. Graves (2000) contends that teachers‟ beliefs are based 
on their learning experiences, working experiences and places of employment, and 
their ongoing professional development. Additionally Richardson (1996) states that 
the three types of experiences are personal experience, experience with schooling, 
and instruction and experience with formal knowledge. These experiences influence 
the development of beliefs about and knowledge of teaching so researching 
teachers‟ experiences and beliefs is important to gain insight into the instructional 
judgements teachers make in their classrooms (Richardson, 1996). Researching the 




and could contribute to future planning of reading development workshops for 
educators which could result in more effective training of educators.  If educators 
receive adequate training in the teaching of reading, based on their specific needs 
and challenges, their classroom practice could improve and as a consequence 
possibly so would the academic performance of their learners.   
 
1.3.2. Practical Justification 
In the course of this research into the participants‟ past and current experiences and 
practices in relation to reading, they will be asked to reflect on, and describe in detail, 
their first experiences of learning reading, their school experiences and their 
professional training, and their perception of its usefulness to them as reading 
educators. They will also reflect on their current teaching practices which will help to 
identify their strengths as well as the challenges and barriers they still encounter 
when teaching reading. Equipped with this knowledge they could participate in 
training and development that could cater for those specific needs. Ideally, they 
would then, not only be able to more effectively teach reading to their learners, but 
also assist other educators at the school to improve their teaching practices.   
 
1.3.3. Personal Justification 
As a language educator, it is my hope that through the reflections of these 
educators, I will better understand my own practice and identify areas where I could 
possibly improve. Additionally my understanding of the complexities of the reading 
process will be extended. Moreover, some educators at the school where I teach 
also experience difficulty when teaching reading for meaning and writing for different 
purposes. Some do not even attempt to engage their learners in such tasks. When 
these learners enter the higher grades and cannot comprehend simple texts or have 
little exposure to various genres, the educators teaching in these grades find this 
frustrating. By reflecting on these educators‟ experiences, perceptions and 
challenges, I would be able to possibly gain understanding that could be useful in 






1.4. Theoretical framework 
This study adopted the interactive approach to reading. As this approach sought to 
resolve the historical conflict between the top-down and bottom-up approaches to 
reading, it was selected to analyse the data collected.  
According to Verbeek (2010) bottom-up models emphasise decoding whilst top-
down models focus on meaning. Transcending the conflict between the adherents of 
the „bottom-up‟ and „top-down‟ models was the advent of the balanced or interactive 
approach which views reading as process that involves an array of lower- level rapid, 
automatic identification skills as well as an array of higher level comprehension skills 
(Grabe, 2000). Emphasis is placed on what is in the text as well as what the reader 
brings to it using both their top-down and bottom-up skills (Carell, Devine & Eskey, 
1988). Long and Zimmerman (2008) state that this approach is advocated as the 
most powerful explanation of reading comprehension because it views reading as a 
process that incorporates multiple knowledge sources. Also, the reader uses 
decoding strategies and his personal frame of reference when faced with difficulties 
in reading and understanding a text (Long & Zimmerman, 2008). Thus, within the 
interactionist paradigm reading involves using information about sounds and their 
representations as well as contextual and semantic information (Verbeek, 2010). 
However, these bottom-up and top-down skills can only be developed through 
extensive reading. Therefore it is advocated that educators should select, edit or 
create texts based on the learners‟ experiences, and that will stimulate interest in 
reading.  Moreover, the educator must expose their learners to useful reading 
strategies that will assist those learners to cope with a range of texts (Carell et al, 
1988). 
The following suggestions of classroom implications and applications of the 
interactive approach are made (Carell et al,1998). Firstly, learners can be assisted to 
develop their bottom-up skills by developing their vocabulary and grammatical skills. 
This means that the educator must include instruction on cohesive devices of the 
language and their function across sentences and paragraphs as well as preteaching 
vocabulary and background knowledge concurrently. Secondly their top-down 




help the learners to predict which prior, existing knowledge to access. Further to this 
activating background knowledge using text-mapping strategies and developing 
predictive skills, gives the reader a purpose for reading. Thus when observing the 
participants‟ lessons, my observation schedule referred to the above-mentioned 
categories in order to determine whether these are being used as the educators 
work to develop their learners‟ reading skills. Moreover, when analyzing the 
transcriptions from the interviews, I was interested to see whether the participants 
were taught to read and were trained to teach reading in the above-mentioned 
manner.  
1.5. Key Research Questions 
1. What were the participants‟ experiences of learning to read at home, in 
primary school and in high school? 
2. What pre-service and in-service training of teaching reading did they receive? 
3. How have the experiences and training of these educators shaped their 
teaching of reading? 
4. What challenges and barriers do these educators encounter when developing 
their learners‟ reading skills? 
5. How have these experiences prepared the participants to implement CAPS in 
the IP in 2013? 
 
1.6. Research Design and Methodology 
This study was conducted within the interpretivist paradigm using a qualitative 
research design. Working within this paradigm enabled me to understand the 
participants‟ experiences in relation to reading and how they made sense of them. 
Using this approach allowed me to get a rich, in-depth understanding of the 
experiences of these Intermediate Phase educators, in particular, how they learnt 
reading, how they were taught to teach reading and the methods they use when 





The two methods of data collection that I used were interviewing and observation. 
Three educators were used: one Grade 4, one Grade 5 and one Grade 6. Each 
participant was interviewed twice and one reading lesson was observed. 
 
1.7. Outline of thesis: 
1.7.1. Chapter Two: Methodology 
In this chapter the methodological framework within which the research was 
conducted is explained. The research style selected, the paradigm and type of 
approach used is discussed. Further to this data collection methods and techniques, 
sampling, piloting of the data collection instruments, analysis and interpretation of 
the data, validity and reliability, ethical considerations and the limitations of the study 
are outlined. 
 
1.7.2. Chapter Three: Literature Review 
This chapter provides a review of the literature that has informed my thinking about 
investigating the participants‟ past and current reading experiences. Definitions of 
reading, reading in the First Additional language, the progress from bottom-up to top-
down to interactive models of reading and the current state of teaching reading in SA 
are discussed. A discussion of CAPS and teachers‟ beliefs, experiences and training 
is also included.  
 
1.7.3. Chapter Four: Findings of the study 
This chapter focuses on the responses of the participants during the interview 
process as well as the observation data collected. The experiences of the three 
participants with regard to their experiences of learning and teaching reading are 
presented in the context of their past and current experiences relating to reading and 
the teaching of reading. 
 
1.7.4. Chapter Five: Discussion of the findings 
The major themes and trends that emerged from the experiences of the participants 
with regards to how they learnt to read, how they learnt to teach reading and how 




skills, their readiness to implement CAPS and the barriers they face when teaching 
reading are analysed and discussed in this chapter. These main themes are 




In this last chapter, conclusions that are drawn from the findings are presented. 
Included in this chapter are recommendations for areas of further research and to 



























RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
2.1. Introduction 
In this chapter, the process involved in conducting the study will be discussed. The 
purpose of this research was to investigate how three Intermediate Phase educators 
learnt to read, first at home, then in Primary School and lastly High School, and the 
manner in which these educators were taught to teach reading, and how all these 
influences shape their teaching of reading. The challenges and barriers they face 
when teaching reading was also explored. Investigating these aspects of the 
participants‟ lives will contribute to the larger UKZN reading research project as it will 
provide insight into the participants‟ teaching practices which could be used to plan 
teacher development workshops in the next phase. The study was a qualitative study 
which was conducted under the interpretivist paradigm. To gain an in-depth 
understanding of the participants‟ past and current reading experiences, interviews 
and observations were the data collection methods that were used.  
 
2.2. Research Style 
Qualitative data are textual or verbal data and are collected when depth is required 
(Christiansen, Bertram and Land, 2010). As I was interested in collecting in-depth, 
rich data that would provide me with an understanding of the participants‟ 
experiences with learning and teaching reading, the qualitative research design was 
most appropriate. 
 
According to McMillan and Schumacher (2001, p.15) qualitative research assumes 
multiple realities are socially constructed through individual and collective 
perceptions of the same situation. It is also concerned with understanding a social 
phenomenon from the participants‟ perspectives.  For this research style, data is 
collected in the form of words and the study provides a narrative, detailed 
description, analysis and interpretation of phenomena (McMillan and Schumacher, 
2001, p.41).  Verbal descriptions to portray the richness and complexity of events 





Thus I used in- depth interviews and asked open- ended questions. This allowed my 
participants to share their experiences of learning and teaching reading as well as 
other related aspects of their lives and situations. McMillan and Schumacher (2001) 
state that within a qualitative study, the researcher employs a number of methods to 
collect data to increase the credibility of the findings. In keeping with this view, I also 
observed the participants‟ teaching reading to their learners. This enabled to me to 
gain a better understanding of the issue being research from another perspective, to 
document the methods that they used and compare those methods to the ones that 
they were taught.  
 
2.3. Research Paradigm 
In relation to this qualitative design, the interpretivist approach is appropriate as it 
attempts to understand human and social reality. Within the interpretivist paradigm, 
the researcher is concerned with describing how people make meaning of their 
worlds and their particular actions rather than aiming to predict what people will do 
(Christiansen et al, 2010).  
 
Thus, “the purpose is to develop a greater understanding of how people make sense 
of contexts in which they live and work.” (Christiansen et al, 2010, p.23). In addition, 
interpretivists focus on observing people‟s behaviour, attitudes, beliefs and 
perceptions, and trying to understand how people make sense of the contexts in 
which they live and work.  
 
Hence, the interpretivist approach suits this research as it allowed me to gain insight 
and a deeper understanding of the participants‟ experiences and their reasons for 
choosing certain classroom practices. 
 
2.4. Research Approach 
This research specifically explored these educators‟ experiences and perceptions of 
learning and teaching reading with a view to discovering how these may have 




source of information. Clandinin (2007) defines narrative inquiry as the study of 
experience as a story. “It is a way of thinking about, and studying, experience. 
Narrative inquirers think narratively about experience throughout inquiry,” (Clandinin 
& Huber, in press, p.1). According to Clandinin and Huber (in press) narrative inquiry 
shapes new theoretical understandings of people‟s experiences and also highlights 
ethical matters. Most narrative inquiries commence with the participants telling their 
stories by responding to semi structured interview questions or engaging in 
conversation or dialogue or telling stories based on artefacts like photographs 
(Clandinin & Huber, in press, p.5).  
 
Moen (2006) states that there are three basic claims of narrative research. Firstly, 
human beings organise their experiences of the world into narratives. Secondly, 
stories that are told depend on the individual‟s past and present experiences. Lastly, 
there is a multivoicedness that occurs in narratives. Additionally Clandinin (2007) 
explains that narrative inquiry has three commonplaces. The first is temporality 
which means that events and people have a past, present and future (Moen, 2006), 
so narrative inquirers must attend to the temporality of their own and participants‟ 
lives, as well as to the temporality of places, things and events (Clandinin & Huber, 
in press). Second is sociality which refers to both a person‟s context as well as the 
relationship between the interviewer and participant (Moen, 2006). Narrative 
inquirers focus on personal and social conditions simultaneously and cannot subtract 
themselves from the inquiry relationship (Clandinin & Huber, in press). Third is place; 
which is the sequence of places where the inquiry and events take place (Moen, 
2006). According to Clandinin and Huber (in press, p.4), people‟s identities are 
related to their experiences in places or a particular place and the stories that are 
told about those experiences.    
 
Narrative inquiry has significant implications for teacher education and hence 
educational transformation as it could assist in theorising teacher education as a 
space to continue the conversation and engage pre service teachers in inquiries to 
keep working at composing stories to live by (Clandinin, 2007). In addition to this, 




derive from research on stories of teachers to improve their self worth as well create 
a positive identity. These stories can yield insights into school landscapes, which 
could inform curriculum decisions and subsequently transform education (Clandinin, 
2007).  
 
2.5. Data Collection Methods 
To collect rich, in-depth data for this research the participants were interviewed and 
their lessons were observed.  
 
2.5.1 Interviews 
A structured interview is an oral, in- person administration of a set of questions 
prepared in advance from which the participant may select a response from 
alternatives provided by the researcher (McMillan and Schumacher, 2001, p. 40). On 
the other hand, according to Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2000), semi structured 
interviews enable the researcher to clarify topics as well as ask the participant to 
provide further detail, extend to or elaborate on their responses thus inviting in-
depth, full  and honest answers. As I was interested in exploring an aspect of my 
participants‟ lives in detail I used semi- structured interviews.  
 
Christiansen et al (2010) provide the following advantages of interviews. Firstly the 
researcher is present with the respondent so questions can be clarified. Secondly, 
the researcher can probe and ask further questions to obtain more detail if the 
response given was insufficient or suggests that the research participant could give 
extra information relevant to the study. Lastly it is easier for a participant to talk to an 
interviewer rather than write long responses in a questionnaire which means that 
more detailed and descriptive data is usually collected.   
 
I interviewed three Intermediate Phase educators: one who taught Grade 4, one 
Grade 5 and the other Grade 6. The interviews were approximately an hour long and 
were conducted on two separate occasions at a time and venue selected by the 




so  that they would be open to sharing details of their lives. The interviews focused 
was on their first experiences with reading, how they were taught reading in primary 
and high school, how they were taught to teach reading, how they teach reading and 
the challenges they face when teaching their learners how to read.  
 
Whilst conducting the interview, I had to ensure that my full attention was given to 
the participant so that I could ask for detailed explanations or clarity if the 
participant‟s responses were vague. Moreover, I had to ensure that if a participant 
provided the answer to a question which was further down in the interview schedule 
as part of a response to an earlier question, I did not ask that question as the 
participant might get frustrated at having to repeat what was already said. To ensure 
that I was able to do this and to keep the conversation between myself and the 
participant flowing, I used a tape recorder instead of taking detailed notes. This also 
ensured that valuable information was not overlooked or forgotten as note taking 
requires summarising, and leaves the researcher at risk of not capturing all relevant 
information. Using a tape recorder also saved time as the participant did not have to 
wait for me to finish writing down the response before moving on to the next 
question. Although video recording would have provided more detail in terms of body 
language and facial expressions, the tape recorder was less intrusive so the 
participants were more relaxed and secure during the interview process than would 
have been if they been video recorded.  
 
These interviews further allowed the participants to reflect on their teaching of 
reading and the challenges and barriers they encounter when teaching reading. 
Therefore they could possibly have identified their strengths and areas that still need 
development which could help them become better reading educators. Additionally, 
the interviews allowed me to interact with the participants on a one on one basis in a 
conversational, personal manner. Thus I was able to elicit detailed information about 
the participants‟ experiences of reading. However, Christiansen et al (2010) caution 
that interviews result in self-reported data which needs to be verified with 






Christiansen et al (2010) state that observation means that the researcher goes into 
a school or classroom and examines what is actually taking place there. An 
advantage of observation is that it is a powerful method for gaining insight into 
situations (Christiansen et al, 2010). Moreover, the researcher can see what is 
actually happening in the classroom and does not have to rely on the opinions of 
others. In this instance, observing the participants‟ lessons enabled me to see how 
they actually teach reading rather than solely hearing their perceptions of they teach 
reading. 
 
 A distinction between unstructured and structured observation is drawn by 
Christiansen et al (2010). Firstly, unstructured observation means that the 
researcher focuses on one or two aspects to observe and makes notes on those 
particular aspects during which other issues may arise that the researcher may wish 
to pursue. Particular categories and checklists on a schedule are not used. Instead 
the researcher writes a free description of what is observed and as it is not possible 
for one person to notice everything, unstructured observation works best when there 
are a few people collecting data. 
 
Secondly, a structured observation is when the researcher directly observes some 
phenomenon and then systematically records what is being observed (McMillan and 
Schumacher, 2001). This works best when the researcher has a very clear idea of 
what she is looking for and will use a structured observation schedule with 
observation categories which are worked out in advance (Christiansen et al, 2010).  
 
For the purpose of this research, structured observation was used. My reason for 
observing the participants‟ lessons was to observe the methods they employed in the 
classroom to teach reading. I wanted to investigate whether the educators were 
dedicating their lessons to the teaching of decoding or whether they were also 
teaching comprehension skills and if so, how they went about teaching 
comprehension. I also wanted to ensure that the methods I observed in the 




interviews. Thus I had a clear idea of what I was looking for so using a structured 
observation schedule worked best wherein I also left blank spaces to make notes 
about aspects that I did not include but observed, or to elaborate on those that I 
included. In this way I was able to observe all aspects of the interaction relevant to 
the development of reading, but not aspects extraneous to that. 
  
I observed one lesson per educator and had to ensure that it was a lesson where the 
educator was teaching reading and not some other language lesson. The lesson 
observations were conducted before the interviews so that the participants would not 
be aware of the specific details of what I would be looking for. This was to decrease 
the possibility of them displaying the Hawthorne effect. Christiansen et al (2010) 
explain that the Hawthorne effect is when the participant behaves in a manner or 
provides responses to appear more positive.  
 
In addition to a structured observation schedule, a tape recorder was used to ensure 
that information was not lost or omitted. It also allowed me to go back and review my 
findings with my peer reviewer. Again, a the use of a video recorder may have 
offered certain advantages but the tape recorder, being more compact, was less 
obtrusive and invasive so the educator and learners were more likely to behave 
naturally and give me an accurate picture of the regular occurrences of their reading 
lessons.  
 
2.6. Piloting of the data collection instruments 
The data collection instruments were tested on two IP educators; one who teaches 
Grade 4 and 6 and another who teaches Grade 5. Piloting the tools was extremely 
helpful as it provided insight into the strengths and shortcomings of the instruments 
that I had designed. Firstly, I found that my observation was as not as well organised 
as it could be so I found myself turning pages to look for aspects that I was 
observing. Secondly, I did not include a space to fill in the title and author/ creator of 
the text that the educator was using, information that would be crucial when the data 
is being analysed. Thirdly it was found that these educators were familiar with the 




a section in my observation schedule to cover which aspects of CAPS my 
participants were already using in their classrooms to determine how familiar they 
are with the document and their readiness for implementation in 2013. Fourthly I was 
concerned that the educators would be busy with the decoding part of the reading 
process explained in Chapter 3 (3.6.2.) and maybe the next day they would plan to 
do comprehension activities but upon carefully analysing this section of the CAPS 
document, I realised that even whilst just decoding the text the educator needs to 
engage the learners in comprehension activities by first activating background 
knowledge and then stopping whilst reading to develop vocabulary, discuss 
language concepts like adjectives and make predictions, inferences etc. Thus they 
should not only decode for the entire lesson. Further to this I realised that this 
schedule should be completed in pencil because as the lesson progressed, the 
educators‟ methods and strategies changed. Additionally piloting my instruments 
enabled me to determine whether my interview questions would elicit responses 
relevant to my research. Lastly I was able to calculate approximately how long the 
interviews would take so that arrangements could be made to spend a specific 
length of time with my participants so as not to cause an unnecessary disruption to 
their lives.   
 
2.7. Data Analysis and Interpretation 
The next step after collecting data is data analysis. McMillan and Schumacher 
(2001) explain that qualitative data analysis is primarily an inductive process of 
organising the data into categories and then identifying patterns in the categories. 
Moreover Christiansen et al (2010) state that inductive reasoning starts with raw data 
collected within which patterns and regularities are sought, as a basis to formulating 
some tentative hypotheses to explore. Finally, general conclusions and theories may 
be drawn. 
 
The data that I had to analyse were the tape recordings from the observations and 
interviews as well as the structured observation schedule. In order to reduce the 




several times before I began the transcribing process. I looked at these 
transcriptions together with my observation schedule and interview notes. A list of 
codes which was generated from the data collected and the key research questions 
was used to categorise the data into themes. The themes were further broken down 
to simplify the data. From this I was able to elaborate on the findings, make 
recommendations and draw conclusions. 
 
2.8. Sample 
 Sampling involves choosing people, settings events or behaviour which best suit the 
purpose of the research (Christiansen et al, 2010).  As this study forms part of a 
larger action research study that is being conducted the school was already 
selected. The school is situated on the rural outskirts of a large city in KZN. Although 
the area is impoverished, the school is thriving in terms of resources as it has proper 
classrooms and lavatories, photocopiers and computers. Being a primary school 
there are Grades 1-7 but ABET classes are also taught in the afternoons. There is a 
strong emphasis on teacher development so time is allocated every Thursday 
afternoon from 1:00pm to 2:30pm for this purpose. All the educators and learners are 
IsiZulu home language speakers. At this school IsiZulu is offered at Home Language 
level and English at First Additional Language level. The language of learning and 
teaching is IsiZulu from Grade 1-3 and English from Grades 4-7. 
 
In qualitative research, the researcher is not as much concerned by 
representativeness as by selecting cases that are information rich. The sample 
selected for this study is not representative of the total population of language 
educators as qualitative research is more about gaining insight into particular 
people‟s lives and experiences and not about making generalisations that hold true 
for the whole population. There are a number of sampling methods, the two main 
methods being random sampling and purposive sampling. McMillan and 
Schumacher (2001) state that purposive sampling has the following strengths. It is 
less costly and time consuming and assures high participation rate as well as receipt 




which means they were selected in a deliberate way with a specific purpose in mind 
(McMillan and Schumacher, 2001).  
 
This research sought to gain insight into the experiences of learning and teaching 
reading of Intermediate Phase language educators and as there is only one educator 
who teaches language in Grade 4, one in Grade 5 and one in Grade 6 at the school, 
they were selected. Research conducted in the Grade 4 class in the first phase of 
the larger project found that this educator focused on decoding and little emphasis 
was placed on the acquisition of comprehension skills (Nehal, unpublished thesis).  
To expand on that finding, this study explored the same Grade 4 educator‟s 
experiences of learning and teaching reading in greater detail, as well as the other 
two Intermediate Phase educators.  Exploring past and current experiences related 
to reading of the Grade 4, 5 and 6 educators provided insight into these educators‟ 
reading teaching practices when teaching reading to their learners so development 
workshops could be planned in the larger UKZN reading research project to 
accommodate their specific needs.  
 
2.9. Reliability and Validity 
McMillan and Schumacher (2001) state that validity refers to the degree to which the 
explanations of the phenomena match the realities of the world. In qualitative data 
validity may be addressed through depth, richness, honesty and scope of the data 
achieved, the participants approached, the extent of triangulation and the objectivity 
of the researcher (Cohen et al, 2000). The data in the interpretivist paradigm is 
influenced by the theoretical frameworks, the bias of the researcher and the 
subjectivity of the participants (Christiansen et al, 2010).   
According to McMillan and Schumacher (2001) the validity of a qualitative study can 
be enhanced by using multimethod strategies which allow triangulation in data 
collection, mechanically recorded data, which includes the use of tape recorders, 





It must be noted that the stories told and hence the narratives constructed were 
subjective as they were from the perspective of the participants. Thus, to ensure 
trustworthiness as far as possible the interviews were tape recorded and the data 
collected and findings were reviewed by a peer. The findings were also discussed 
with the research participants to ensure that data reflected what they had intended to 
say, or that they could give information that facilitated correct interpretation.  
 
There is always the problem of the participants displaying the Hawthorne effect. 
Thus the data will be carefully analysed to ensure that there were no contradictions 
or inconsistencies and more than one method was used to collect data 
(triangulation).  In addition to the semi- structured interviews, I used structured 
observations and interviewed the participants twice so that I could elicit information 
that was omitted in the first interview. It is important to point out that, as only one 
school is used in this research, the results are not meant to be generalised. They 
reflect these particular teachers‟ experiences of reading from early childhood, 
primary school, high school, tertiary education and professional training to their 
effects that these may have had on their current classroom practices, and how 
equipped they are to implement CAPS in the IP in 2013. However, by providing thick 
descriptions of the context, validity is enhanced and findings could possibly apply to 
similar contexts.  
 
2.10. Limitations of the study 
Being a language teacher myself, I had to be aware of the preconceptions I may 
have of other language educators. Although we can never be totally free of bias, I 
went into the interviews and observations with an open mind and tried not to allow 
my experiences to influence the situation or cause me to behave in a manner that 
may have been viewed as condescending. I expected differences between my 
understanding of reading and views of how reading should be taught, and the 
understanding and views of the participants, and guarded against allowing my views 





Another limitation is that there is always the problem of the participants displaying 
the Hawthorne effect. Whilst this is an unavoidable limitation of the project, it is also 
useful as it may have the effect of stimulating the educators‟ self awareness as a 
reading educator, and could increase the likelihood of the enhancement of their skills 
as an educator.  
 
A further limitation could be the issue of power relations. Christiansen et al (2010) 
state that because interviewing is a social, interpersonal encounter, power relations 
can influence the process of the interview so the researcher needs to be aware of 
how her position may influence the type of information that the participant provides. 
In order to minimise this effect as far as possible I had a meeting with all the 
participants before beginning the data collection process wherein I explained that 
although I was working towards completing a thesis, my primary role was that of a 
fellow educator who was trying to improve her own classroom practice by reflecting 
on the classroom practices of other educators.  
 
Finally, I did not expect there to be language barrier as the participants were English 
teachers. Thus I was of the opinion that their use of the language would be good and 
that if I used an interpreter, the participants might have been offended. However, 
there were several instances when they did not understand my questions so I had to 
rephrase these questions which meant that the interviews took longer than I had 
anticipated. In addition to this, analysing the data was also time-consuming as they 
did not express themselves clearly at times. I did not use an interpreter because I 
was afraid of losing valuable information in translation but perhaps had I made use of 
one their responses may have been clearer and richer as they would have been 
communicating in their Home Language so they might have been a bit more 
confident and comfortable when responding.  
 
2.11. Ethical Considerations 
At an official level, permission was sought from the Department of Education and I 
complied with the ethical procedures of the University of KwaZulu-Natal. The 




was sought from the educators. Also, the participants were assured that all data 
collected will be kept confidential and that they will remain anonymous, when this 
research is published. Thus all names were changed and pseudonyms were used. 
Finally, the participants were informed and understood fully that the purpose of the 
research was to gain insight into their experiences and perceptions of learning and 
teaching reading and not to diminish their confidence. As a result care was taken to 
ensure that throughout this project emphasis was placed on building the educators‟ 
confidence so that they were comfortable to openly speak about themselves, rather 
than demoralizing them. Thus this research was beneficial to them and in no way 
caused harm.  
 
2.12. Summary 
In this chapter the research methodology and design used to conduct this study was 
discussed. The study was qualitative and framed within the interpretivist approach. A 
structured observation schedule and semi-structured interviews were used to collect 
qualitative data and the data analysis process was discussed. The manner in which 
validity and reliability of the study was enhanced, ethical considerations, and 
limitations of the study were also outlined in this chapter. In the next chapter a review 
of the literature that has informed my thinking about investigating my participants‟ 













Review of Literature 
3.1. Introduction 
This research seeks to illuminate how the three Intermediate Phase (IP) participants 
were taught how to read, how they were trained to teach reading and how they teach 
reading. Thus, in this chapter, literature that has informed my thinking about 
investigating the participants‟ life histories is reviewed. It deals with: definitions of 
reading, differences between Home Language (HL) and First Additional Language 
(FAL) reading, the progress from emphasis on bottom-up models of reading to 
emphasis on top-down and finally interactive models of reading and the current state 
of teaching reading in South Africa (SA). Included in this review is an explanation of 
how teachers‟ beliefs and experiences may influence their classroom practices and a 
discussion of teachers‟ training in SA is also provided.  
.  
3.2. What is reading? 
An argument put forward by Grabe (2009) is that there is no single notion of reading. 
Grabe (2009, p.14) rejects simple statements that attempt to define reading 
because, if one considers the different purposes for reading and the varying 
processes that are used by fluent readers, no single statement would be able to 
encapsulate the intricacy of reading. Thus, the following processes are provided as 
an explanation of what skilled readers do when they read, what processes skilled 
readers use and how descriptions of these processes work interactively to provide a 
general idea of reading (Grabe, 2009, pp.14-16).  
1. Reading is a rapid and efficient process because when we read, we 
simultaneously coordinate rapid and automatic word recognition, syntactic 
parsing, meaning formation, text-comprehension building, inferencing, critical 
thinking and connections to prior knowledge. All these cognitive processes 
happen in sync and without any real effort. 
2. Reading is most importantly a comprehending process because when we 





3. Reading is an interactive process. The first reason for this has been 
discussed in 1. above. The second reason is that reading is an interaction 
between author, who wants the reader to understand in certain ways and the 
reader, who constructs meaning of the text by considering the author‟s 
intention and activating their own background knowledge.  
4. Reading is a strategic process since the skills and processes used in reading 
require the reader to predict text information, select important information, 
organise and mentally summarise that information, monitor comprehension, 
mend comprehension breakdowns and match comprehension output to 
reader goals.  
5. Reading is a flexible and purposeful process because when reading, the 
reader process or interest shifts or comprehension is impeded. As a result the 
reader adjusts reading processes and goals accordingly. 
6. Reading is continuously an evaluative process as we evaluate our reading. 
Moreover, we also evaluate the text to determine whether we like what the 
author is saying, whether we find the text interesting and whether we want to 
continue reading that text. Thus, this evaluation of the text requires a strong 
set of inferencing skills and activation of background knowledge because our 
attitudes and emotional responses are brought to the fore.  
7. These ongoing evaluations, with almost any text one reads, make reading a 
learning process as we make decisions about how to respond to the text. 
8. Reading is a linguistic process. The processing of linguistic information which 
includes making graphemic-phonemic connections is central to reading 
comprehension. If we are given a text in a foreign language, we will be unable 
to decode the text so no amount of prior knowledge on the topic will enable us 
to read that text.  
 
3.3. Reading in the First Additional Language.  
First Additional Language (FAL) is the term used in the SA national policy 
documents for the second language that learners learn, usually at school. Home 
Language (HL) is the first language, usually acquired at home, and taught and 




Additional Language refer to the proficiency levels at which the language is offered 
at school and not the native (Home) or acquired (as in the additional languages) 
language (Department of Basic Education (DoBE), 2011, p.8). The Curriculum and 
Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS), is the new policy document which is to be 
implemented in the IP in 2013. According to this document:  
          “The First Additional Language level assumes that learners do not 
necessarily have any knowledge of the language when they arrive at 
school… In the Intermediate and Senior Phases, learners continue to 
strengthen their listening, speaking, reading and writing skills. At this 
stage the majority of children are learning through the medium of their 
First Additional Language, English, and should be getting more 
exposure to it. Greater emphasis is therefore placed on using the First 
Additional Language for the purposes of thinking and reasoning…They 
also engage more with literary texts and begin to develop aesthetic and 
imaginative ability in their Additional Language. 
            By the time learners enter Senior Phase, they should be reasonably 
proficient in their First Additional Language with regard to both 
interpersonal and cognitive academic skills… The challenge in the 
Intermediate Phase, therefore, is to provide support for these learners 
at the same time as providing a curriculum that enables learners to 
meet the standards required in further grades… Listening, speaking and 
language usage skills will be further developed and refined in the 
Intermediate Phase developing the learners‟ reading and writing skills.” 
 (DoBE, 2011, pp. 8-9) 
 
The level at which each language is taught is dependent on the individual school‟s 
language policy. For example, a school may offer English as the HL and medium of 
instruction from Grade 1-7 and learners may choose between IsiZulu and Afrikaans 
as their FAL. Other schools teach IsiZulu as HL from Grade 1-3 and then switch to 
English as HL from Grades 4-7. However, the reality is that many learners in SA 




level. Whatever the policy may be, the bottom line is that these learners are learning 
reading in an additional language. At the school where this research is being 
conducted, IsiZulu is taught at HL level whilst English is taught at FAL level. Reading 
in an additional language is different and has different challenges than reading in 
one‟s Home Language. The differences between reading in one‟s Home language 
and an additional language include the following:  
 
Linguistic and processing differences: 
1. Differing amounts of lexical, grammatical and discourse knowledge at initial 
stages of HL and FAL reading. 
2. Greater metalinguistic (used to describe language and its component parts) 
and metacognitive awareness (the process of consciously thinking about 
one‟s thought processes, learning or reading while actually being engaged in 
thinking, learning or reading) in FAL settings. 
3. Varying linguistic differences across any two languages. 
4. Varying FAL proficiencies as a foundation for FAL reading. 
5. Varying language transfer influences. 
6. Interacting influence of working with two languages. 
Developmental and educational differences: 
1. Differing levels of HL reading abilities. 
2. Differing motivations for reading in the FAL. 
3. Differing amounts of exposure to FAL reading (In the SA context this would be 
different as English is the FAL for many learners and there is more exposure 
to English than their native languages). 
4. Differing kinds of texts in FAL contexts. 
5. Differing language resources for FAL readers. 
Socio-cultural and institutional differences: 
1. Different socio-cultural backgrounds of FAL readers. 
2. Differing ways of organising discourse and texts. 
3. Differing expectations of FAL educational institutions. 





These differences must be borne in mind when teaching reading in a language that 
is not the learners‟ HL. Grabe (2009) states that teaching of reading in FAL must be 
explicit and is both essential and significant, FAL learners must be engaged in some 
form of extensive reading and HL reading skills must be used to support FAL reading 
development. If one considers the language policy of some SA schools, it is 
apparent that this would be problematic as many learners are taught reading in a 
language that is not their HL. For instance, a school that has a learner population 
where the vast majority are IsiZulu HL speakers but the school‟s language policy is 
English HL and IsiZulu FAL; most learners may not know the grammar, vocabulary 
or correct pronunciation of the language that they are learning to read. They would 
also not be using reading skills learnt in their HL to support their reading in their FAL. 
The implementation of the new policy document, CAPS, might go some way towards 
providing a solution to this problem as this policy document promotes additive 
bilingualism; learners learn both languages and thus learn to read in both languages 
from Grade 1 simultaneously. CAPS further promotes the teaching of reading using 
the interactive approach which is a balance between bottom-up and top-down 
approaches. These will now be further discussed. 
 
3.4. Bottom-up models of reading 
Early work in second language reading assumed a bottom-up view of reading. 
According to Verbeek (2010, p.15) reading is understood, by supporters of this 
approach, as a perceptual process in which readers translate written letters into 
sounds, which are thought to be interpreted by the brain as oral language. The 
bottom-up approach stipulated that the meaning of any text must be decoded by the 
reader and that learners are reading when they can sound out the words (Carell, 
Devine & Eskey, 1988). Verbeek (2010, p.16) states that the term bottom-up is used 
because such models work from the smallest unit of print, the letters, and build up to 
words, sentences, paragraphs and whole texts. This approach continues to be 
supported by many SA Foundation Phase educators who believe that a good reader 
is one who can read with fluency and expression and pronounces the words 
correctly (Pretorius, 2002). Thus reading deficiencies are viewed as problems with 





Flesch (1955) advocated this bottom-up approach when he challenged the whole 
word methods of teaching reading as they did not emphasise the teaching of phonics 
whereby learners should be taught letter-by-letter and sound-by-sound and once 
they acquired that knowledge, they would be considered able to read (Verbeek, 
2010, p.16).  Moreover, before 1970, reading in a second language was viewed 
primarily as an addition to oral language skills (Carell et al, 1988). From this 
structural linguistic perspective reading is seen as an oral function whereby written 
representations of sounds are turned into spoken words.  
 
After the 1970‟s two bottom-up models of the reading process were introduced and 
these remain popular even today. The first is One Second of Reading by Gough 
(1972). This model described reading as a sequential or serial mental process. It is 
an information-processing approach that describes a linear, additive process which 
is begun when letters are visually recognised by their features (Verbeek, 2010, p.16), 
and continued as readers translate the parts of written language into speech sounds, 
then piece these individual sounds together to form individual words and then piece 
together the words to arrive at the author‟s meaning (Gough, 1972).  
 
The second model was by LaBerge and Samuels (1974), A Theory of Automatic 
Information Processing. Two concepts, „automaticity‟ and „attention‟ were introduced 
to try and explain the difficulties that beginning readers encounter in understanding 
what they read (Verbeek, 2010, p.17). According to LaBerge and Samuels (1974) 
beginning readers are unable to decode and comprehend at the same time but fluent 
readers are those who have achieved automaticity in decoding so can then focus 
their attention on the meaning on the text. Thus the term automaticity implies that 
readers have the limited ability to shift attention between decoding and 
comprehending but through repetition and practice there will be less focus on 
decoding and improved comprehension will occur.  
 
Phonological and phonemic awareness will now be discussed as they form part of 




approach. According to Verbeek (2010, p.17) phonemic awareness is the ability to 
notice, think about and manipulate individual sounds in spoken words and falls under 
the category of phonological awareness. Grabe (2009) states that for the large 
majority of words that are processed while reading, phonological activation of the 
form plays a major role and that phonological processing skills are essential early 
predictors of later reading development. It is thus a key aspect of word recognition 
for all learners and among all languages. In addition to this, Grabe (2009) contends 
that phonological processing in the L1 influences word reading in the L2 so once an 
alphabetic system is learnt it does not have to be relearned while learning to read in 
an additional language, provided of course that this additional language uses the 
same alphabet or writing system. This has implications for this study (which focuses 
on how isiZulu learners learn to read in English) as the learners will be taught the 
alphabetic system in English when they are learning reading and then use this 
alphabetic system to read in IsiZulu. However, although both languages use the 
same letters of the alphabet, not all letters have the same sound in IsiZulu as 
English. For example in IsiZulu, the letters x, c and q are pronounced by clicking the 
tongue in different ways and on different parts of the mouth to create the proper 
sound. Therefore there will be interference from the learners‟ HL when they are 
learning to read in English so they will have to be taught the differences between the 
English and IsiZulu phonics or systems of sound–letter representation.     
   
3.4.1. Applications of bottom-up models 
In the SA context, it is the belief of many educators that learners must first be able to 
identify the letters of the alphabet and then recognise words before these educators 
begin teaching comprehension skills (Verbeek, 2010). The following teaching 
approaches have been summarised by Verbeek (2010, pp.18-20). During the 
classroom observations that will be conducted to collect data for this research, I will 
be interested to see if these participants rely on these approaches when teaching 
their learners how to read.  
 
First “Basal reading programmes” will be explained. These were a set of readers 




developmental capabilities. These readers had short sentences and controlled 
vocabulary by letter-sound correlation and frequency of use. In many KZN schools a 
series called “Kathy and Mark” is used to teach learners how to read in the 
Foundation Phase (FP). These readers are rather dull and tedious and provide 
limited opportunity for comprehension activities and critical thinking. Moreover they 
have little relevance to the learners‟ contexts and experiences so could not be 
considered interesting to those learners. An example of this is on page 16 of the 
book: 
 “Look, Kathy. 
 Look.  
 Here is Socks. 
 The squirrels go. 
 Go, squirrels, go. 
 Come here, Socks.” 
(O‟ Donnell, 1975, p.16) 
Here, learners will have to rely on the picture of a squirrel provided and the teacher 
will have to explain what a squirrel is because the learners might not know what this 
type of animal is. Moreover for IsiZulu learners the letter „q‟ would be confusing as 
this letter is one of the three clicking consonants of IsiZulu.   
 
Second are bottom-up approaches influenced by linguistic issues which focus on 
teaching regularly-spelled words (often called „breakthrough words‟ in the SA 
context) and word groups (known as „word families‟ in the SA context) (Bloomfield, 
1942).  An alternative was provided by Fries (1963) which stressed the habitual 
learning of word patterns and contrasting spellings (e.g. man-mane; mat-mate).   
 
Third is the “Mastery Learning Movement” which led to the development of single-
component and criterion referenced skills tests. The teacher would use basal 
readers and skills-based worksheets to assess the component skills of phonics, 





Last is the “look-say” method. Words are memorised based on their overall shape at 
a glance, a vocabulary of 50 to 100 words, and other words are gradually acquired 
through seeing them repeatedly in a story (Rayner, Foorman, Perfetti, Pesetsky & 
Seidenberg, 2002). This can be seen in the example provided on page 28 from 
Kathy and Mark; “Look, Kathy. Look.” (O‟ Donnell, 1975, p.16). The “look-say” 
method also involves analytical phonics (Verbeek, 2010). Learning phonics involves 
learning to pronounce the sounds made by printed letters. Although the teaching of 
phonics has been much disputed in the 20th century, Verbeek (2010, p.67) states 
that because effective reading teachers teach using a variety of techniques and 
methods, they should also teach analytic and synthetic phonics in an explicit 
manner, using meaningful texts. Rayner et al (2002, p.89) assert, “Teaching that 
makes the rules of phonics clear will ultimately be more successful than teaching 
that does not.” Further to this, according to Rayner et al (2002, p.91), learners who 
are directly taught phonics become better at reading, spelling and comprehension so 
reading must be grounded in a solid understanding of the connections between 
letters and sounds.  
 
In SA teaching phonics would be especially important because many languages are 
spoken throughout the country, and although these languages use the Roman 
alphabet, there is a variation in the way they use the letters of this alphabet. 
However emphasising phonics is not sufficient. Learners need to be equipped with 
skills that would enable them to comprehend the text at both superficial and deeper 
cognitive levels.  
 
3.4.2. Critiques of bottom-up models 
The bottom-up approach continues to be supported by many FP educators who 
believe that a good reader is one who can read with fluency and expression and 
pronounces the words correctly (Pretorius, 2002). However, when these learners 
enter the IP they often battle with the content as they have not acquired the 
necessary comprehension skills. Good readers, rather, are those who are able to 
read at the independent level, which means that they should read with 98% decoding 




independently access information and effectively learn from texts appropriate to the 
recommended level (Pretorius, 2002).  
Bottom-up theories of reading were recognized as inadequate and fell out of favour 
when it was realized that they did not take into account that the reader brings their 
own experiences and predictions about a text (Carell et al, 1988).  Moreover, 
although the bottom-up approach provides a good account of the decoding, there is 
definitely more to reading than decoding. Whilst decoding is a necessary skill for 
reading, it is not sufficient (Pretorius, 2002). Learners who are able to decode might 
be only „barking at the print‟ which means that they are able to read with fluency and 
correct pronunciation, but have no idea what they are reading (Pretorius, 2002). In 
other words they are learning to read aloud but are unable to read to learn 
(Pretorius, 2002). Readers ought to also use their background experiences and 
knowledge when reading a text in order to understand the message that the writer is 
conveying. Thus it can be said that the purpose of reading is comprehension.  
3.5. Top-down models of reading 
The trend that followed the bottom-up, decoding approach was the top-down 
approach (Clark and Silberstein, cited in Grabe, 2000) which regarded meaning as 
the centre of the reading process (Verbeek, 2010, p.20). Top-down methods of 
reading focus on what the reader brings to the text and proceed from whole to part 
thus do not see reading as involving the processing of each letter and word. Thus 
the assumption that decoding precedes comprehension is considered inaccurate. 
Rather, reading is viewed as a cyclical process, as opposed to being a linear 
process, and involves the use of visual, perceptual, syntactic and semantic 
processes which all play a fundamental role in comprehension (Verbeek, 2010, 
p.20). Gove (1983) identifies the following features of the top-down approach to 
reading:    
 A selection of text can be understood by the reader although each word is not 
recognised.  
 Grammatical cues and meaning ought to be used by the reader to identify 




 The main purpose of reading is comprehension as opposed to the mastery of 
letters, letter/sound relationships, and words.  
 Meaning activities are necessary in teaching rather than the mastery of a 
series of word-recognition skills.  
 The reading of sentences, paragraphs, and whole selections of text should be 
the educator‟s focal point. 
 The amount and kind of information gained through reading is the principal 
feature of reading.  
 
According to Brown (1994), Goodman provided a definition of reading as a 
psycholinguistic guessing game. Grabe (2009) explains that according to this model, 
a reader generates expectations about the upcoming text, samples minimally from 
the text as needed, confirms expectancies and generates new predictions. Initially 
this model gained popularity and was widely accepted but was later criticized 
because good readers do not necessarily guess what words will appear next, it does 
not adequately represent the process of fluent reading and does not account for how 
readers attach meaning to a text (Grabe, 2009).  
Thus by the late 1970s, Clark and Silberstein (cited in Grabe, 2000) expanded on 
Goodman‟s model and characterized reading as an active process of comprehension 
where readers construct meaning by bringing information, knowledge, experience, 
culture and emotion to the printed word in a process which has come to be known as 
schema theory that highlights the top-down side of the reading process (Brown, 
1994). This approach emphasized readers‟ own experiences and predictions about a 
text and focused on how learners understand the text from the general to the 
particular (Brown 1994). Thus reading was not seen as extracting meaning form the 
text, but rather giving meaning to the text. This theory argued that a high degree of 
background knowledge could overcome linguistic deficiencies. Additionally Grabe 
(2000) claimed that a lack of schema activation is one major source of processing 
difficulty with second language readers and it provides a strong rationale for 




Coady (cited in Grabe, 2000) also reinterpreted Goodman‟s model by attaching three 
components to the reading process which are process strategies, background 
knowledge and conceptual abilities. Beginning readers focus on process strategies 
(word identification) whereas more proficient readers shift attention to more abstract 
conceptual abilities and make better use of background knowledge (Grabe, 2000).   
However, in spite of this development in thinking, Pretorius and Currin (2010) state 
that when many South African educators teach reading much emphasis is placed on 
decoding skills which are often taught in a haphazard, decontextualised and 
superficial manner. Teachers assume that because their learners can decode, they 
can also comprehend. Therefore little attention is given to reading comprehension, 
which means that the switch from decoding words from the chalkboard to meaningful 
reading activities using a variety of texts does not occur easily (Pretorius & Currin, 
2010). Also, according to Long and Zimmerman (2008), educators expect their 
learners to first decode letters and words before any comprehension skills are taught 
as was found in the school where this research is being conducted (Nehal, 
unpublished thesis). Another misconception highlighted by Verbeek (2010) is that 
educators have long assumed that because learners are able to decode, they would 
automatically develop comprehension skills. In addition to this, Brown (1994) states 
that educators assume that learners will learn good reading skills by absorption but 
in reality, there is much to be gained by focusing on these skills.  He also explains 
that learners often develop good memory skills and may thus appear to be reading 
independently because they remember what was read in the text in a previous 
lesson, for instance. As in the rest of SA, teachers in the school where this study is 
being conducted tend to focus more on teaching learners decoding skills using the 
phonological or bottom-up approach. 
3.5.1. Applications of top-down models 
Verbeek (2010) states that within this top-down paradigm, reading is primarily a 
meaning-making activity. Thus teaching should proceed from whole to part so 
learners should first be introduced to whole sentences and paragraphs (in authentic 
and meaningful texts), and work their way down to learning about smaller units like 




comprehension implies that reading should always make sense rather than focusing 
on reading aloud with accuracy. Therefore learners are encouraged to talk about 
books in book clubs in school as opposed to answering factual comprehension 
questions (Verbeek, 2010). The role of the educator, within this child-centred 
approach, is that of a facilitator of reading who adapts materials and methods based 
on the specific needs and interests of the learners (Verbeek, 2010). 
 
Furthermore the link between reading and writing is made so learners write for 
genuine purposes (e.g. job application letters, recipes, instructions etc.). Moreover, 
genuine literature and a variety of genres must be used to teach learners reading. 
According to Verbeek (2010) these materials must be set up in a classroom library 
so that learners can have easy access to them.  
 
In addition to this Eskey and Grabe (1988, p.229-231) provide two teaching 
strategies which could be combined within a single programme when designing a 
reading programme structured within the top-down paradigm. Firstly the reading lab 
approach allows learners to choose their own reading texts from a selection provided 
by the educator. Thus each learner is able to develop at his or her own rate. 
Secondly the content-centred approach allows for the educator to provide for 
interesting and sufficient reading on a particular theme for the whole class to explore. 
 
3.5.2. Critiques of top-down models 
Top-down theories of reading were criticized because if learners have no prior 
knowledge of the topic, they may experience difficulties with reading and may be 
unable to complete the pre-reading activities designed to activate background 
knowledge (Grabe, 2000). Additionally, this approach was challenged as it was a 
model for fluent readers who are able to decode automatically but not for learners 
who are still developing reading skills as is the case with most second language 
readers so maybe it has a place as a descriptive model, but not as one to be drawn 
on in L2 teaching (Eskey, 1988). Further to this the reading lab approach is criticised 




curriculum, whilst the content-centred approach is challenged because it limits the 
learners individual choice (Eskey & Grabe, 1988, pp.229-231).  
Moreover, if one considers many SA schools, resources (textbooks, computers, 
photocopiers, books and reading material) and funds are scarce, classrooms are 
overcrowded and learners do not have access to libraries. This means that 
educators would have difficulties setting up classroom libraries and learners may not 
have even read a single book to enable them to participate in book club discussions. 
Further to this, not all learners come to school with the ability to speak or understand 
English so they may experience difficulties to communicate their thoughts and ideas 
during these book club sessions.  
3.6. Interactive models of reading 
Bottom-up and top-down approaches to teaching were found to be deficient for many 
reasons, some of which have been discussed in 3.4.2. and 3.5.2. above. However 
each had significant value in explaining views of how reading takes place. Within this 
paradigm, Carell et al (1988) assert that rapid and accurate decoding of language is 
important especially for second language reading and that top-down methods have 
contributed to understandings of what fluent readers do as well as to the 
development of methods and materials that we now make use of. Thus the 
interactive or balanced model of reading gained popularity as it takes into account 
the strengths from the both the bottom-up and top-down and also avoids the 
deficiencies of each. An interactive model is an amalgamation of bottom-up and top-
down processes and recognises that both have to interact concurrently throughout 
the reading process.  
Two early proponents of this model are Rumelhart and Stanovich (Samuels and 
Kamil, 1988). In addition to these two models, Anderson and Pearson‟s (1988) 
schema-theoretic view, Mathewson‟s (1994) model of attitude influence, and an 






3.6.1 Rumelhart’s Interactive Model 
Rumelhart‟s interactive model of successful reading is viewed as both a cognitive 
and a perceptual process and demonstrates how syntactic, semantic, orthographic 
and lexical information can affect the reader‟s perception and text processing 
(Samuels & Kamil, 1988). Samuels and Kamil (1988) state that each of these 
knowledge sources provides input simultaneously and exerts influence on text 
processing and the reader‟s interpretation of the text.  Thus these components need 
to interact with each other and the higher-order stages influence the processing of 
the lower order stages. In Rumelhart‟s model the following occurs during the reading 
process (Samuels & Kamil, 1988). Firstly, graphic information enters the process 
through a Visual Information Store. Secondly a cognitive Feature Extraction Device 
selects the important features of the graphic input.  Next a Pattern Synthesizer takes 
this information along with semantic, lexical, orthographic, syntactic, and pragmatic 
knowledge (context) in order to produce the most plausible interpretation for the 
graphic input.  Lastly the reading process is the result of the parallel application of 
sensory and non-sensory sources of information. 
3.6.2 Stanovich’s Interactive-Compensatory Model 
As neither bottom-up nor top-down models of reading addressed all facets of reading 
comprehension, Stanovich introduced the interactive-compensatory model which 
took into account the strengths of the bottom-up and top-down approaches. Samuels 
and Kamil (1988) state that according to this model, readers rely on both bottom-up 
and top-down processes simultaneously and alternately depending on the reading 
purpose, motivation, schema and knowledge of the subject. The ‘compensatory 
mode’ is incorporated to this model with the interaction between bottom-up and top-
down processing and enables the reader to compensate for reading deficiencies at 
any level.  Through this model researchers have been able to theorise how good and 
poor readers approach a text.  If there is a deficiency at an early print-analysis stage, 
higher order knowledge structures will attempt to compensate. For the poor reader, 
who may be slow and inaccurate at word recognition but who has knowledge of the 




processors (orthographic, lexical, syntactic and semantic) fails, other processors will 
assist with comprehension (Samuels & Kamil, 1988). 
3.6.3 Anderson and Pearson’s Schema-Theoretic View 
In 1977, Anderson wrote a paper in which he explained that schemata provided an 
account of how prior knowledge might influence the manner in which a person 
acquires new knowledge. As it was a vital counterbalance to bottom-up theories of 
reading, schema theory was immediately applied to understanding the reading 
process. The schema-theory approach to reading emphasises that reading involves 
both the bottom-up information from the perceived letters coming into the eye and 
the use of top-down knowledge to construct a meaningful representation of the 
content of the text (Anderson & Pearson, 1988). A very simple definition of schema 
theory is that all a person‟s knowledge is organised into units of knowledge 
(schemata) wherein information is stored. Thus schema is a description for 
understanding how knowledge is represented and used. This theory states that 
schemata represent knowledge about objects and their relationship with other 
objects, events, actions and their sequences and situations (Anderson, 1977). This 
means that people have schemas for everything they experience. These units of 
knowledge start developing even before learners begin school and are based on 
everything they experience (Anderson, 1977). When they begin reading, their 
schemas are activated so that they can make sense of what they are reading 
(Anderson & Pearson, 1988).   
 
For example upon entering school, a child comes across the word cow. Within the 
schema of that word, a child might have knowledge of an animal that is used for its 
meat, milk and hide. Children who have visited petting farms may have encountered 
tame cows that they were permitted to milk and would have schemas of fun and 
happiness but for children who have the chore of caring for their family‟s cattle after 
school, fatigue and boredom may be part of their schemas, whilst discomfort and 
fear may be part of a child‟s schema who has witnessed someone being charged at 
by a raging cow. Therefore based on a person‟s experiences, schema is developed 




schema is particularly important in the SA context as many educators and learners 
come from different cultural backgrounds. If one considers the same word cow, for 
African learners and educators this word would activate schemas of wealth and 
celebrations like weddings because cows are slaughtered at some festivals and are 
given by the groom to the bride‟s family (lobola). On the other hand, for Hindus, 
slaughtering this animal for its meat would be offensive as it is against their religion 
to eat the meat of a cow but would instead have schemas of religious festivals and 
worship. As a result when reading a text pre-reading activities which activate the 
learners‟ schema is important as it would not only help the learners to understand 
the text and build on their existing schemas, but would also help the educator to 
understand the learners‟ schema and thus explain the writer‟s intention to facilitate 
their understanding of the text and develop their existing knowledge.  
3.6.4 Mathewson’s Model of Attitude Motivation 
Mathewson (1994) developed a model of attitude influence on reading and learning 
to read which addresses the role that attitude and motivation play in reading. Attitude 
is described as tri-componential construct. The three components are the cognitive 
component (evaluation), the affective component (feeling) and the conative 
component (action readiness) which together influence the reader‟s intention to read 
(the primary mediator between attitude and reading) which in turn affects the 
reader‟s reading behaviour (Mathewson, 1994, p.1136). Further to this Mathewson 
(1994) explains that, “Attitude toward reading includes evaluations of content and 
purpose, feelings about engaging in a particular kind of reading, and action 
readiness for initiating or sustaining reading activity”. Mathewson (1994, p.1135) 
defines reading as a “commitment to a plan for achieving one or more reading 
purposes at a more    or less specified time in the future.” 
 
Within this model, emotional factors, prior knowledge, purpose, motivation and 
external motivators affect the attitude-reading relationship by influencing the intention 
to read (Mathewson, 1994). This model explains that it is crucial to deal with affective 




motivation may alter. Motivation and attitude may be affected during reading by 
modifying the reader‟s goals or by providing feedback relating to the satisfaction with 
the ideas and affect developed through reading, the ideas constructed from the 
information that was read, the feelings generated by ideas from the reading process 
and how goals, self-concept and values were affected (Mathewson, 1994). Thus, 
whilst it is important to provide learners with interesting texts to enhance their 
intention to read, sometimes learners have to read texts which they may not 
necessarily find interesting. However, according to this model of reading, the 
educator can evoke the learners‟ interest by identifying their purpose for reading the 
text, discussing the worthiness of its content and engaging learners in conversation 
about their opinions and feelings toward what they have read.  
3.6.5 Perfetti, Landi and Oakhill’s Interactive Activation Model of Reading 
Perfetti, Landi & Oakhill‟s model of reading aims to understand how people acquire 
the skill of comprehending what they read (2005). According to Perfetti, Landi and 
Oakhill (2005, p.228): 
“Comprehension occurs as the reader builds a mental representation 
of a text message. This situation model is a representation about what 
the text is about. The comprehension processes that bring about this 
representation occur at multiple levels across units of language: word 
level, (lexical processes), sentence level (syntactic processes), and 
text level. Across these levels, processes of word identification, 
parsing, referential mapping and a variety of inference processes all 
contribute, interacting with the reader‟s conceptual knowledge, to 
produce a mental model of the text.”  
 
 
Figure 3.6.5. shows the components of reading comprehension from identifying 


































































Orthographic Units Phonological Units 










The two main categories of processing events as seen in this model are the 
identification of words (bottom-up) and the engagement of mechanisms that 
assemble these words into messages (top-down). Perfetti et al (2005) state if the 
reader is unable to identify the words and retrieve their meanings, comprehension 
will not occur. Development in all components is necessary for developing skill in 
reading comprehension. Orthographic and phonological processes occur almost at 
the same time to lead to word retrieval at the word identification level. Word 
identification leads to the process of activating and constructing meaning at the next 
level of reading, which are comprehension processes.  
 
These comprehension processes result in three levels of representation of the 
meaning of a text. Firstly the sentence level representation (surface level), which is a 
word-for-word reproduction of the text being read. Secondly is the proposition level 
of representation, in which the reader extracts the main ideas from the literal text. 
With word meaning available, sentence is parsed to establish connections between 
words leading to construction proposition level meaning. Last is the situation model, 
which is the highest level representation of the text‟s meaning and represents the 
integrated situation described in a text. Extending beyond literal and propositional 
representations, situation models describe the representation constructed when 
readers assimilate and update what they already know about the topic into a more 
compound and holistic conceptualisation of it (Perfetti et al, 2005). The following 
processes which are necessary for reading comprehension are explained by Perfetti 
et al (2005): higher level factors in comprehension, the linguistic-conceptual 
machinery for comprehension, and word identification, decoding and phonological 
awareness.  
 
3.6.5.1 Higher level factors in comprehension (Perfetti et al, 2005, pp. 232-
237) 
Inference making, sensitivity to story structure and comprehension monitoring are 
highlighted as they are crucial sources of both comprehension acquisition and 
comprehension problems. These three factors are also included in the CAPS IP FAL 




text connecting. Writers often do not explicitly explain every detail, but expect the 
reader to draw inferences in order to understand what is going on. If one considers 
the sentences, “Ayanda put on his helmet with a frown.  The motorbike sped off 
leaving behind the sound of spinning tyres and a cloud of smoke.” Inferring that 
Ayanda was displeased would be gap-filling. On the other hand inferring that Ayanda 
was riding a motorcycle would be text connecting. However, if the reader has no 
prior knowledge of motorcycles, these text connecting and gap-filling inferences 
would not be possible so comprehension would be limited. In addition to this, 
processing limitations and not knowing when to draw inferences could distinguish the 
less-skilled reader from the skilled reader and where the emphasis has been 
squarely on correct pronunciation, and reading as a public performance, not much 
on meaning, learners have not been supported in developing skills needed in making 
inferences.     
 
Secondly, Perfetti et al (2005) state that low reading comprehension may be 
associated with low monitoring performance. By monitoring comprehension, the 
skilled reader is able to validate her/his understanding and make repairs where this 
understanding does not make sense by rereading the apparent inconsistency. 
Monitoring enables the reader to identify spelling errors, syntactic errors and 
contradictory sentences which will help the reader to make sense of what is being 
read.  
 
Thirdly, understanding the linguistic styles and layouts of the different genres of texts 
is vital as this sensitivity to story structure may assist the reader to scaffold their 
mental representation of the text. For instance, the educator tells the learners that 
they are going to be reading a newspaper article. Learners who are familiar with the 
conventions of this genre would know to expect a text that is probably dramatic and 
event orientated and would look out for bias and persuasive language whereas 
learners who are unfamiliar with the conventions of the genre might take longer to 
unpack what is going on in the article.  The reading process described in CAPS 




must be read. Perfetti et al (2005) explain that by doing so, the reader could be 
provided with helpful insight into the characters and setting.    
 
3.6.5.2 The Linguistic-Conceptual Machinery for Comprehension (Perfetti et 
al, 2005, pp. 237-242) 
Syntactic processing, working memory systems and building conceptual 
understanding from words are higher level aspects of comprehension that convert 
sentences into propositional meaning (basic semantic content). Knowledge about 
semantic forms and the meaning of words is necessary to obtain propositional 
meaning.    
 
Firstly, syntax is not much of an issue if a person is reading a text in their Home 
Language as the reading uses the same grammatical knowledge as the grammar 
that was acquired naturally at home before beginning school. However, when 
reading at school, transferring the syntax acquired at home, during a child‟s early 
years, may not necessarily be sufficient because written texts use a more complex 
and formal syntax. As the syntax that children acquire at home differs, this could 
explain why some learners are more skilled at reading comprehension than others 
and why less-skilled readers experience a wide range of problems with morphology 
and syntax. Thus gaining experience with syntactic structures that are common in 
written texts and not spoken language would enable the reader to comprehend the 
text. The issue of reading in a foreign language that uses a different syntax to the 
language acquired at home is not addressed by Perfetti et al (2005). One could 
possibly conclude that based on the learner‟s experience with syntactic structures in 
the foreign language, their reading comprehension would differ. Those who are 
familiar with the syntax used in the language‟s written texts would be better at 
understanding what they are reading whilst those who are more familiar with its 
spoken syntax (television influence) would encounter difficulties with comprehension. 
 
Secondly Perfetti et al (2005, p.238) state, “Understanding a sentence involves 
remembering words within the sentence, retrieving information from preceding text, 




– one or more systems of limited capacity that both store and manipulate information 
– is a bottleneck for these processes.” 
 
It is this active working memory system as opposed to a short-term memory store 
that is necessary for skill in reading comprehension. Included in the working memory 
system are different subsystems like the one that is designed for holding and 
manipulating phonological information. This phonological working memory has a 
direct link to reading as poor reading comprehension may be attributed to poor 
memory for words that were recently heard from spoken language. Additionally 
phonological memory processes may affect comprehension of written texts through 
the development of word identification. Phonological knowledge prior to literacy 
could enhance comprehension by either one or both of the following pathways. The 
first possibility is the causal path from early phonological knowledge through word 
identification to later comprehension and the second is a pathway from phonological 
processing to listening comprehension to reading comprehension.  
 
Thirdly it is commonly accepted that knowledge of word meanings and 
comprehension proficiency are related. If a person does not know what the words in 
a text mean, comprehension would be hindered. However it is not possible for a 
person to know the meanings of all the words in a text all the time. Although 
consulting a dictionary to find the meanings of unfamiliar words could be useful, it 
becomes time consuming. Thus developing the skill of inferring the meaning of 
words from the context would result in vocabulary growth from comprehension skill 
and vice versa.  
 
3.6.5.3 Word Identification, Decoding and Phonological Awareness (Perfetti, 
2005, pp.242-244) 
Word level processing in comprehension cannot be dismissed because the 
meanings of words are central to comprehension. If the reader is unable to identify 
some of the words, they will not be able to understand those words and would thus 
find comprehension of the text difficult. It is explained that acquiring word 




phonological coding of printed word forms to a process that retrieves words rapidly 
based on their orthography. As these word reading skills are expanded 
comprehension is less restrained by word identification and more influenced by other 
aspects. Thus it can be said that word level processing is not the only part of 
comprehension. “However it is a baseline against which to assess the role of higher-
level processes in comprehension such as comprehension monitoring, and inference 
making” (Perfetti et al, 2005, p.242). 
 
3.6.5.4. Summary 
Perfetti et al (2005, p.245) state that comprehension monitoring, question answering 
(educator generated) and question generation (learner self questioning), use of 
semantic organisers, summarisation of texts and instruction in story structure are 
some categories of comprehension instruction that have been found to be effective. 
Furthermore, Perfetti et al (2005, pp.246-247) make the following assumptions: 
 
- Comprehension skills and their related components improve with reading and 
spoken experience.  
- There is a reciprocal relationship between reading and listening 
comprehension but this does not imply that the two are in any way equal. 
- Word identification limits comprehension in the initial stages of reading 
development. 
- Knowledge of word meanings is fundamental to comprehension.  
- Application of a high standard of coherence to understanding a text is 
essential for high levels of comprehension.  
 
3.6.6. Applications of Interactive Models 
According to Verbeek (2010, p.29) the NCS supports balanced or integrated 
approaches and emphasises the following five components of teaching reading: 
 Phonemic awareness instruction 




 Fluency instruction 
 Vocabulary instruction 
 Text comprehension instruction. 
Verbeek (2010) states that focussing on just these five aspects has been criticised 
as being too narrow so five additional aspects must also be taken into account when 
teaching learners how to read: 
1. Providing access to interesting texts. 
2. Matching readers with appropriate texts. 
3. Recognising that reading and writing have positive reciprocal effects. 
4. Creating a balance with whole class teaching, small group and side-by-side 
instruction.  
5. Making expert tutoring available. 
  The following suggestions of classroom implications and applications of the 
interactive approach are made (Carell et al,1988). Firstly, learners can be assisted to 
develop their bottom-up skills by developing their vocabulary and grammatical skills. 
This means that the educator must include instruction on cohesive devices of the 
language and their function across sentences and paragraphs as well as pre-
teaching vocabulary and background knowledge concurrently. Secondly their top-
down processing skills can be developed by building background knowledge which 
will help the learners to predict which prior, existing knowledge to access. Moreover 
activating background knowledge using text-mapping strategies and developing 
predictive skills, gives the reader a purpose for reading. Thus when observing the 
participants‟ lessons, my observation schedule will refer to the above- mentioned 
categories in order to determine whether these are being used as the educators 
work to develop their learners‟ reading skills. Furthermore, when analysing the 




were taught to read, were trained to teach reading and currently teach reading in the 
above-mentioned manner.  
 
3.6.7. Teaching reading for meaning to ESL learners in the SA context: a 
discussion of CAPS 
The Department of  Basic Education has revised and amended the curriculum so the 
NCS (2002) will be replaced by CAPS (2011). The implementation plan is as follows: 
Grades 1, 2, 3 and 10 in 2012, Grades 4, 5, 6, and 11 in 2013 and Grades 7, 8, 9 
and 12 in 2014. Burt, Ridgard and Botha (2012, p.6) summarise the principals of 
CAPS as follows: 
 “access to education that is equal and promotes the rectifying of past 
disparities in education; 
 promotion of teaching methodology that is effective, to replace outdated styles 
of rote teaching; 
 education provided to learners that is internationally competitive in terms of its 
content and quality; 
 a high standard of academic attainment, that progresses in complexity in each 
grade; 
 education that embraces diversity and caters for a range of learners; 
 education that is characterised by value of South Africa‟s unique history and 
respect for its Constitutional values.” 
 
According to the CAPS FAL IP policy document: 
“Language development takes place within a balanced approach to learning 
and teaching where skills-based and comprehension-based approaches are 
combined to address the needs of all learners.” 
 
FAL in the IP has a teaching time of five hours per week. Within a two week cycle, 
reading is allocated five hours in Grades 4 and 5, and 4 hours in Grade 6, listening 
and speaking two hours and writing and presenting two hours in Grade 4 and 5 and 




within the time allocation of the four language skills, one hour is allocated for formal 
practice.   
“The reading process  
The reading process consists of the pre-reading, reading and post reading stages. 
The activities the learner will be engaged in can be summarised as follows:  
Pre-reading:  
 Activating prior knowledge  
 Looking at the source, author, and publication date.  
 Reading the first and last paragraphs of a section.  
 Making predictions.  
 
Reading:  
 Pause occasionally to check your comprehension and to let the ideas sink in  
 Compare the content to your predictions  
 Use the context to work out the meaning of unknown words as much as is 
possible; where this is not possible, use a dictionary  
 Visualise what you are reading  
 Keep going even if you don‟t understand a part here and there.  
 Reread a section if you do not understand at all. Read confusing sections 
aloud, at a slower pace, or both.  
 Ask someone to help you understand a difficult section  
 Add reading marks and annotate key points  
 Reflect on what you read  
Post reading:  
 If you will need to recall specific information, make a graphic organiser or 
outline of key ideas and a few supporting details  
 Draw conclusions  
 Write a summary to help you clarify and recall main ideas.  
 Think about and write new questions you have on the topic  
 Ask yourself if you accomplished your purpose.  




 Evaluate – bias, accuracy, quality of the text  
 Extend your thinking – use ideas you saw in text”  
(DOBE, 2011, pp.10-11) 
However, learners will not be able to master the above-mentioned skills if they are 
unable to decode the text with fluency and accuracy. According to an educator‟s 
guide designed by Maskew, Miller & Longman (2011), when assessing learners‟ 
reading aloud skills the following criteria should be assessed:  
Prepared reading (reading aloud) 
• Use of tone, pace, eye contact 
• Pronounce words without distorting meaning 
Unprepared reading (reading aloud) 
• Read fluently according to purpose 
• Pronounce words without distorting meaning 
• Use tone, pace, eye contact 
 
Pronunciation can be defined as the production of sounds that we use to make 
meaning (Yates, 2002). According to Yates (2002, p.1)), “It includes attention to the 
particular sounds of a language (segments), aspects of speech beyond the level of 
the individual sound, such as intonation, phrasing, stress, timing, rhythm 
(suprasegmental aspects), how the voice is projected (voice quality) and, in its 
broadest definition, attention to gestures and expressions that are closely related to 
the way we speak a language.” Yates (2002) asserts that pronunciation is important 
because the way a person speaks conveys something about them. Learners with 
good pronunciation are more likely to be confident and understood even though they 
make mistakes in other areas. On the other hand, learners who have perfect 
grammar but who have difficulty with pronunciation may not be understood because 
their pronunciation may distort the meaning of the message they are trying to convey 
and they may be judged as incompetent, uneducated or lacking in knowledge 
(Yates, 2002). Furthermore, these learners will avoid speaking in English which 
could result in social isolation, employment difficulties and limited opportunities for 




In addition to focusing on learners comprehension skills, when developing learners‟ 
reading skills, emphasis should also be placed on pronunciation and punctuation, 
vocabulary development and language structures and conventions. According to 
CAPS (DoBE, 2011, p.12), “Through interacting with a variety of texts, learners 
extend their use of vocabulary and correctly apply their understanding of language 
structures and conventions…Create activities related to these texts that will enable 
the learners to use these items, in context.” Thus vocabulary and language activities 
must be selected from and placed within the context of the text that the learners 
have read. A list of grammatical structures and conventions as well as vocabulary 
development that learners are required to identify, understand and use in the IP is 
provided in the CAPS document (DoBE, 2011, pp.18-21).  The question that now 
arises is whether the participants are familiar with these expectations and whether 
they have received the necessary training to enable them to work with this new 
policy document. In addition to this, it would be important to note which of these 
strategies the participants are currently using when teaching their learners how to 
read.     
 
3.7.   Teaching reading teachers 
Pavy (2006) states that research has shown that teacher personality and belief is the 
greatest contributing factor to learner success. Additionally Rios (1996) contends 
that the teacher‟s knowledge, beliefs and theories, have the most profound influence 
on their classroom. Moreover, studies conducted in South Africa have concluded that 
teaching practices account for a more significant variance in achievement than 
smaller class sizes, more teaching resources, higher qualifications or more 
experience (Fleisch, 2008). The focus of this research was to investigate the past 
and current reading practices of three IP educators. Their early experiences and 
primary and secondary school experiences of learning reading, and their tertiary and 
in-service training of teaching learners how to read will be investigated in order to 
determine how these may have shaped their current practices. Thus I will now 
review literature regarding teacher belief and how this may influence their practice, 




will provide a better understanding of why educators teach in the way that they do, 
which is helpful in the analysis of the data that will be collected for this research.   
 
3.7.1. Educators’ experiences and beliefs about learning and teaching reading 
Klausewitz (2005) states that all student teachers bring rich experiences and images 
into the classroom that affect their attitudes, approaches, and decision-making. 
Studies conducted on qualified educators have had similar conclusions. For 
instance, Kagan (1992), Richardson (1996), Johnson (1999) and Borg (2003) 
contend that educators‟ beliefs and experiences influence their behaviour and the 
decisions they make in the classroom. In Klausewitz‟s (2005) study, it was found that 
life experiences (from activities such as parenting, travel, reading, and community 
involvement) were entrenched in the perceptions of the student teacher. These serve 
as a filter through which decisions were made in the classroom. Moreover, these life 
experiences provided connections that could be built on or barriers which might be 
reconstructed. Thus teacher education should include the need for promotion of the 
examination of prior life experiences to integrate self-knowledge with theory and 
practice and to eliminate possible obstacles to the development of effective teaching 
practices (Klausewitz, 2005). 
 
The personality, educational and professional experiences in an educator‟s life are 
usually very influential on the development of their teaching styles (Borg, 2003). 
Kagan (1992) further states that most research in this field found that teachers‟ 
beliefs would be evident in their teaching style. Moreover, Johnson (1999) contends 
that the manner in which teachers make their instructional judgments and decisions 
are usually based on their beliefs. Therefore, exploring teachers‟ beliefs and finding 
out how these beliefs change is important in order to understand the teachers‟ 
classroom practices (Richardson, 1996).  
 
The over-emphasis in SA schools on decoding when teaching learners reading may 
be a result of the poor education that many educators received when they were at 
school. During the apartheid era black learners were subjected to an education 




the time considered to be relevant for their opportunities in life (Mgqwashu, 2007). It 
is common knowledge that during the apartheid era many black South Africans were 
disadvantaged in terms of the quality of education they received as well as socially 
and economically. As a result many lived in over-crowded, impoverished conditions. 
Not only did they not have access to necessities like electricity and running water, 
they could not afford to purchase luxury items like books and magazines. It is against 
this landscape that many black South Africans lived and raised their families.  
Furthermore Sachs (2002) states that in comparison with schools reserved for other 
population groups,  black schools were afforded little attention and funding so they 
lacked facilities and valuable resources like textbooks and were also often over-
crowded.  Therefore the weak reading abilities of our learners could be attributable to 
the fact that teachers did not get an education that prepared them to adequately 
teach and develop reading skills. It was the belief of the apartheid government that 
by limiting people‟s education, their access to knowledge would be limited and thus, 
their power within the country would be limited (Sachs, 2002). For our learners to 
succeed in mainstream economy, they should learn to comprehend what they are 
reading. Those who cannot may be socially and economically disadvantaged and 
could be marginalized.  
According to Davids (2009), an uneven landscape in terms of teacher development 
in SA was created by Bantu Education as it did not make quality education 
accessible to black South Africans. Further to this Keevy (2006) states that most 
black teachers started teaching even though many of them did not necessarily 
complete the highest grade of secondary school (cited in Davids, 2009).  Moreover, if 
educators do not receive quality training and development, the overall quality of 
education will be negatively affected (Davids, 2009). Additionally Verbeek (2010) 
found that the manner in which educators teach reading is generally in line with their 
beliefs about reading. The participants selected for this research are part of the 
generation of learners who received instruction under Bantu Education. Thus their 
current teaching practices may be influenced by the poor education and training that 
they may have received. 




3.7.2. Educators’ training of teaching learners how to read 
Verbeek (2010, p.74) provides the following list of what effective reading teachers 
do, taken from Wray (1998), and Wray et al. (2000, 2002). 
 Reading is contextualised, starting with the text, teaching grammar, phonics, 
spelling and so forth in the context of the text. 
 Critical thinking and literate behaviour is modelled extensively. 
 Reading aloud by the educator occurs frequently as does listening to the 
learners reading aloud.  
 Learners are assisted to make links between the text, words and sentences 
by using their knowledge of language. 
 Learners are probed as to how literacy decisions were made and what 
conclusions they have drawn.  
 Learners are encouraged to speak openly and clearly about their reading and 
writing. 
 Learners‟ attention is engaged on the current task, time limits are provided 
and lessons are focussed, beginning with a purposeful introduction and end 
with a conclusion that reviews the learning experience. 
 Learners are taken through a process of interaction between existing 
knowledge and new concepts whereby they are assisted to recognise and 
work from their existing knowledge. 
 Group interaction is employed as a teaching strategy because it is recognised 
that learning is social process. 
   That learning is a situated process is acknowledged, so meaningful learning 
contexts are provided. 




All of the above are visible in the CAPS HL policy document as summarised in 3.6.7. 
above. The only point of contention is group interaction. Although this strategy was 
introduced and promoted by OBE in 1997, its implementation has been difficult in 
many SA classrooms. Firstly, if one considers the large class sizes, seating learners 
in groups is challenging and educators may become overwhelmed by the increase in 
noise levels. Secondly assessment is complicated because weaker learners may 
copy from the other members of the group. Furthermore educators have to be 
extremely vigilant to ensure that the learners are working on task which may not 
always be possible because the educator may not understand what the learners are 
discussing as learners may sometimes choose to communicate in a language that 
the educator does not understand. Lastly some learners may not contribute to the 
task assigned which may cause conflict within the group. On the other hand if 
implemented correctly, group work has many advantages which include peer 
support, the development of skills like listening, compromising, team work and self 
confidence. For these reasons educators must receive adequate training on how to 
manage group work activities and should rather use this strategy for activities that 
will not be recorded as formal assessments.    
When teaching teachers how to teach reading, the following assumptions contribute 
to a quality reading programme (Moll & Drew, 2007). Firstly, the programme must be 
structured and sequenced to promote progression and links between its various 
elements. Secondly, students must be enabled to understand children‟s literature 
and its place in the reading programme. Thirdly, they must be given access to a 
number of theories which they must be able to apply and make choices among. 
Moreover, sufficient time must be allocated in the programme to the teaching of 
reading which ought to be proportionate to its importance in the school curriculum. 
Finally a quality programme should support the teaching of reading in multiple ways 
across the programme. In a study conducted at three universities in SA with 
education students it was found that there were no coherent links between modules 
within the programme, inadequate time was allocated to children‟s literature and in 
theory students could make choices about theories but could not necessarily apply 




Further to this, when teaching teachers at tertiary level, knowledge of the policy 
documents ought to be emphasised as this forms the basis for all teaching and 
learning. If an educator does not understand the policy document (CAPS) or does 
not achieve the prescribed outcomes a gap is created so the next educator has to 
first bridge the learners before starting with the current year‟s syllabus. For example, 
if by the end of Grade 4 a class of learners were not taught comprehension skills, the 
Grade 5 teacher will have the mammoth task of teaching learners how to extract 
information from the text that they are engaged with before other skills like skimming 
and scanning can be taught.  
In addition to attending a tertiary institution, educators must engage in ongoing 
professional development as this would contribute to the creation and sustenance of 
effective schools (Davids, 2009) by enrolling to study further or attending workshops. 
These workshops must be designed to improve classroom practice and develop 
autonomous responsible thinking through transformative learning. Mezirow (1997, 
p.9) states, “Autonomy here refers to the understanding, skills, and disposition 
necessary to become critically reflective of one‟s own assumptions and to engage 
effectively in discourse to validate one‟s beliefs through the experiences of others 
who share universal values.”  
Transformative learning involves the process of changing a person‟s existing belief 
systems or frame of reference. Frames of reference (associations, concepts, values, 
feelings and conditioned responses acquired during one‟s lifetime) are the structures 
of assumptions through which we understand our experiences and are composed of 
two dimensions (Mezirow, 1997, p.5). First are habits of mind which are habitual 
ways of thinking, feeling and acting and are influenced by assumptions comprised of 
cultural, social, educational, economic, political or psychological codes. Second are 
points of view. Unlike habits of mind which are more difficult to change, points of 
view constantly change through reflection of the content or process by which we 
solve problems and identification of the need to adjust assumptions (Mezirow, 1997, 
p.6). Although educators existing frames of reference create a sense of comfort and 
security, to improve classroom practice they need to understand their 




view, which can be achieved through critical reflection and development workshops. 
However, Mestry, Hendricks and Bisschoff (2009) state that educators are reluctant 
to attend development workshops as they find it too time consuming and many of 
these workshops rely heavily on team learning which the educators find too 
demanding. Thus it will be important to investigate whether the participants in this 
study received a tertiary qualification, whether they were adequately trained at 
tertiary level to teach reading and whether they attend effective, ongoing 
professional development workshops.  
3.8. Conclusion 
In this section I dealt with aspects that influence and contribute to the data collection 
and analysis of data for this study. Thus definitions of reading, reading in a second 
language, the bottom-up, top-down and interactive approaches to reading, as well as 
a brief discussion of CAPS have been provided.  A review of literature pertaining to 
how educators‟ beliefs, experiences and training affect their choice of methods and 
teaching practices was included.  Key points worth recapping which are particularly 
relevant to the SA situation include the following. Firstly reading consists of both 
decoding and comprehension processes, which are vital for learners to make 
meaning of a text. Secondly comprehension is the most important part of reading. 
Thirdly comprehending a text involves being able to summarise key points, make 
inferences, critical thinking and making links between prior knowledge and the text. 
Lastly if educators do not understand and place value on the complexities involved in 
teaching reading for meaning and were not adequately trained at college or in 
subsequent workshops to teach reading for meaning, reading instruction in the 











Findings of the study 
4.1. Introduction 
In this Chapter the findings from the data collection and analysis processes 
described in Chapter 2 will be presented and discussed. In addition to providing 
some background information of each participant, the findings will be based on the 
interviews and lesson observations and structured around the key research 
questions. These are:  
1. What were the participants‟ experiences of learning to read at home, in 
primary school and in high school? 
2. What pre-service and in-service training for teaching reading did they receive? 
3. How have the experiences and training of these educators shaped their 
teaching of reading? 
4. What challenges and barriers do these educators encounter when developing 
their learners‟ reading skills? 
5. How have these experiences prepared the participants to implement the 
Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS) in the Intermediate 
Phase (IP) in 2013? 
 
I have changed the participants‟ names to Njabulo Maduna, Pearl Khumalo and 
Andile Nzimande to protect their identities.  
 
Presentation of findings 
4.2. Njabulo Maduna: Grade 4 
4.2.1. Background 
Njabulo lives in Pietermaritzburg with her children. She is a single parent who enjoys 
watching television in her spare time. Furthering her studies is the most important 
thing in her life at this point in time as she would like to improve her classroom 






4.2.2. What were the participants’ experiences of learning to read at home, in 
primary school and in high school? 
Njabulo grew up with her mum and six sisters. She was the last born and did not 
know her dad. Her mum was a domestic worker and was illiterate. She recalls taking 
her sisters‟ books when she was young and looking at the pictures. Her older sister 
used to tell her stories, her favourite were the stories about King Shaka because he 
was a brave king. In their home everyone read newspapers for information, “just to 
know what is happening outside our world”. 
 
She began school in the early 1960‟s and first learnt to read in primary school. 
Although it was a small two-teacher school, she enjoyed her first experiences of 
being in school. The principal was a male and there was a female teacher who 
taught Grade 1 to 3 in a large classroom. She speaks fondly of this teacher and 
considers her to have been a good teacher from whom she learnt a lot. When 
describing how she was taught to read by this teacher, she explains that they were 
given papers with pictures. Underneath each picture were words which they had to 
say. Thereafter they would read whole sentences with the same words. Then they 
would turn to their storybooks and the same words were repeated in the story that 
they were reading. They learnt to read in IsiZulu from books called “Masansane 
Prescribed Books” and also read poems. She enjoyed these books because the 
stories had morals. It was her immediate older sister who used to help her with the 
reading homework they received because her mum and other sisters were already 
working.  
 
In the early 1970‟s she began Form 1 (Grade 8) and completed JC (Grade 10). Her 
English teacher was a male who always told them “you must reach for the sky”. He 
used themes to teach reading and after reading a passage from their reading books 
he would ask them questions relating to the story like what the story was about, if the 
learners enjoyed the story and the lessons they learnt from the story. At this stage all 





4.2.3. What pre-service and in-service training of teaching reading did they 
receive? 
Upon completing JC, she completed a two-year formal teacher‟s course at a teacher 
training college in Hammarsdale to teach in the Foundation Phase. She did not study 
to be a language teacher specifically but due to the circumstances of the school, she 
now teaches First Additional Language (FAL) in Grade 4. However, at college they 
were taught how to teach reading. She recalls them being taught how to use 
flashcards before reading the story. They were trained to ask learners which words 
were difficult and write these on the chalkboard. Thereafter they should explain the 
word using pictures or even the actual object and explain to learners how to use 
punctuation. After obtaining her certificate in the late 1970‟s, she completed her 
Matric (Grade 12). At present she is studying Advanced Certificate in Education- 
Management. 
 
During her years of teaching, she has attended many workshops including Early 
Childhood Development and Outcomes Based Education (OBE). She also attended 
a workshop which dealt with using newspapers to teach reading which she has 
implemented in her classroom by bringing copies of the “Echo” newspaper for her 
learners to read. She says they particularly enjoy the stories of “Mkhize” and the 
activities linked to the story which is provided in this newspaper.     
 
4.2.4. How have the experiences and training of these educators shaped their 
teaching of reading? 
Njabulo explains that to be a better reading teacher, she needs to like what she is 
doing and to be positive. She describes how she teaches her learners how to 
develop their reading skills as follows: 
     “When I come in the classroom – I come in, I greet them, I tell them that they 
must take out their books and I tell them the page. I ask them to read for me as I 
did. I try to get the mistakes.”  
This means that she models how the text should be read before her learners begin 
decoding. Moreover she explained that these are pronunciation mistakes and 




she tries to model good reading practices and corrects her learners as best she can. 
Njabulo says that the methods she uses now are adapted from how she learnt to 
read; how she was taught to teach reading; and what she learnt from the workshops 
she attended (“I use the new methods and the old methods”). 
 
This description is very similar to what was noted during the lesson observation. A 
summary of that lesson will now be provided. The whole class gathered on the floor 
in front of the class. The educator used a big book titled Mr Sun and Mr Sea. She 
asked questions about the title, author, illustrator and picture on the cover. When 
learners answered questions she reminded them to answer in full sentences. She 
also explained that this was a “traditional story” (folktale). She did not explain what a 
“traditional story” was or from which tradition the story originated. As a result it was 
not clear to the learners how this story connected to them. Thereafter she asked the 
learners what they saw in the picture. The learners responded by saying that they 
saw the sun, sea and clouds and Mr Sun‟s house covered by the sea. 
 
The whole class read the story from the big reader, altogether. The educator 
reminded them to read with expression. Upon watching the learners it was noticed 
that three learners were just moving their mouths to the rhythm as they could not 
decode. Therefore using this strategy (whole-class reading), could mean that it 
would be difficult for the educator to assess who is actually decoding and who is just 
moving the mouth. The pronunciation of the word „merrier‟ was corrected. After all 
the learners read the whole story together the following discussion was held: 
Njabulo: How was the story? 
All learners: The story was very interesting. 
Njabulo: What was the story about? 
Learner A: The story was about Mr Sun and Mr Sea. 
Njabulo: What happened in the story?  
Learner B: Mr Sun said Mr Sea to visit him. Mr Sea brings all his children and Mr               
Sun flush into the sea. 




It is unclear what learner B meant but the educator accepted this response and 
moved on to the next phase of the lesson. Workbooks were handed out. From page 
26, the whole class read the instructions. The educator made a list of new words on 
the board and each word was spelt out (Eg. chimney: C H I M N E Y) and their 
meanings were explained. She switched to IsiZulu to facilitate understanding. She 
also discussed some language concepts like contractions (didn‟t and we‟ll) and past 
tense (jumped). After asking some textual questions (Eg. “Where was the house of 
the sun?, Who is inviting another one?, What made Mr Sun nervous?”), which the 
learners struggled to answer, the educator read the whole story to the class. She 
paused on four occasions to ask questions. She concluded the story but did not 
explain that the purpose of the folktale was to explain why the sun is in the sky and 
why it looks like it is rising from and setting in the sea. Thereafter the learners 
returned to their desks and group by group they read the same story again.  By this 
time the learners were fidgety and were chatting amongst themselves so the 
educator had to repeatedly ask them to be quiet and listen. After each group read 
the story (often mispronouncing the words that the educator had mispronounced, like 
wondered was pronounced as wandered) the educator asked them to write down the 
new words and meanings in their personal dictionaries but at that point the siren 
wailed for break. Thus there was no written activity nor was there any individual 
reading.  
 
As can be seen, the methods she uses seem to be a combination of how her high 
school educator developed her reading skills and how they were taught to teach 
reading at college. However she explained that she first models how to the read the 
text and then learners read but it was observed that the learners first read the text 
and only when she saw that they did not understand the text, did she read to them.  
 
4.2.5. What challenges and barriers do these educators encounter when 
developing their learners’ reading skills? 
The first challenge that Njabulo encounters when developing her Grade 4 learners‟ 




difficult to correct her learners‟ pronunciation when she battles to pronounce certain 
words.  
 
Secondly she explained that her current Grade 4 learners have learnt reading in 
IsiZulu only up until then. They completed Grade 1–3 before the implementation of 
CAPS. The schools‟ language policy offered IsiZulu as Home Language from Grade 
1-7. Learners are introduced to English (FAL) in Grade 4. The language of learning 
and teaching (LOLT) was IsiZulu from Grade 1-3 and English from Grade 4-7. This 
means that this would be their first year encountering English and reading in English. 
For an educator who is not a specialised language educator this would be a 
mammoth task.  
 
Lastly, she explained that her learners are unable to comprehend what they are 
reading. She says that they are able to “read” (decode) but they do not understand 
because they do not understand the language.  
 
She said that she has discussed these challenges with her School Management 
Team (SMT), who have been very supportive and have tried their best to help. She 
did not explain how they assisted her or how helpful their interventions were. 
 
 4.2.6. How have these experiences prepared the participants to implement 
CAPS in the IP in 2013? 
Njabulo stated that she is excited by the official implementation of CAPS in her grade 
next year. She has attended a workshop which was an hour long. This workshop 
introduced the educators to the CAPS policy document. When asked what CAPS 
says about teaching reading she said, “They stick more into shared reading, into 
shared reading.” Although she does not feel very ready to implement CAPS next 
year she is already using methods from the document. For example, the use of Big 
Books is recommended by CAPS as a classroom resource (DoBE, 2011, p.14). A 
Big Book is a large-sized book which the educator uses whilst reading to the learners 
or engaging them in group or whole-class reading. Additionally, she tries to use 




pp.10-11) like looking at the source, author and publication date, discussing difficult 
words and summarising what was read.  
 
4.3. Pearl Khumalo: Grade 5 
4.3.1. Background 
Pearl lives in Imbali by herself. She enjoys reading, watching television and 
socialising with people. The most important thing in her life is to see her family 
united, doing things together and planning a bright future together.  
 
4.3.2. What were the participants’ experiences of learning to read at home, in 
primary school and in high school? 
Pearl grew up with her mum, dad, sister and older brother in Johannesburg. Her 
mum was a school principal and her dad was a sergeant in the police department. 
Pearl‟s mother taught her to read at an early age, before she began school. She 
would try to summarise what she had read and if she did not understand something 
she would ask her parents or consult a dictionary. Her earliest memories of reading 
include reading the bible in Sunday School, reading stories and writing her own 
stories which she used to read to other children. She especially enjoyed reading 
funny stories with her cousins. Her parents used to read magazines and her dad 
bought and read the newspaper daily. She says that he was addicted to newspapers 
but the rest of the family would also read them and her mum would ask them 
questions about what they had read in the newspaper. Moreover, her mother often 
told them stories which she thoroughly enjoyed, her favourite being the story about 
the three piglets because it taught her that if you want to get used to something you 
must go out and experience it. 
 
She has fond memories of her primary school and spoke very highly of her first 
principal as he was somebody who encouraged the learners to turn to him and their 
teachers if they had a problem. Being a prefect and tea-girl (a learner who is in 
charge of making tea when visitors arrive at the school, a high status, sought-after 
position among the children) at the school built her confidence. Whilst many people 




the learners such tasks develops both confidence and responsibility. Her primary 
school teacher taught them to read in English and taught them both the names of the 
letters (A, B, C) as well as phonics (ah, beh, keh). This teacher emphasised 
punctuation when reading and encouraged the learners to point with their fingers to 
follow where they were reading. This was reinforced at home because her mum also 
made her use her forefinger when she was completing her reading homework. 
Although the teacher used basal readers to teach reading at school, she would give 
her learners magazines to read as homework to teach them more about topics like 
flowers, insects or birds. Her sister helped with this homework sometimes but her 
mother seems to have been most instrumental as she would model how the story 
should be read and then Pearl would read, trying to imitate what her mother had 
done.  
 
High school was also a good experience for Pearl. It was the first time she came into 
contact with people who spoke other languages (IsiZulu, Xhosa, Sotho but not other 
race groups). For this reason there were many dictionaries in their classroom as 
learners would be able to check the meanings of words from other languages if they 
did not understand what their peers were trying to say. She describes their language 
educator developing their reading skills by motivating them to read and developing 
their confidence. He would say‟ “We must not be afraid of anything. If you want to do 
something, have some confidence in yourself- tell yourself that this is me and I can 
do whatever I want.” Her teacher used “Modern Graded English” and would give 
them poems to memorise and present in class. They were not taught how to analyse 
advertisements or cartoons but did get magazine and newspaper homework where 
they had to read articles or cut pictures associated with a particular theme. By that 
stage her sister had become a teacher so she used to her help her with her 
homework.  
       
4.3.3. What pre-service and in-service training of teaching reading did they 
receive? 
Due to illness, Pearl had to leave school for one year but returned to complete her 




study to become a language educator because she liked English and was good at it 
in school. She studied at a teacher training college in Umlazi. Here they were taught 
to teach reading by reading stories and then summarising what they had read. 
Furthermore they were taught to teach learners the names of the letters of the 
alphabet as opposed to phonics. When asked whether there was an emphasis on 
teaching reading for meaning, Pearl said, “They used to say whenever we read, we 
must understand what we are reading and we must get the words through the 
dictionaries.” They were not taught how to read a text critically.  
 
During the seventeen years that Pearl has been a language educator she obtained a 
diploma and will be starting ACE next year at UKZN. Further to this she has attended 
several workshops like OBE, CAPS and assessment. Most of these workshops were 
organised by the DoE.   
 
4.3.4. How have the experiences and training of these educators shaped their 
teaching of reading? 
Pearl said that she believes that she can be a better language educator by learning 
how to teach reading to her learners more effectively and if she is able to learn about 
different methods that she could try in her classroom. By increasing her own 
knowledge base, she feels she will be better able to help her learners achieve what 
she wants them to achieve. She describes her current reading lessons as follows: 
 
“Hmm, I first read a story for them- I first read a story for the learners, then for 
the first day I read the story and then after reading the story and then I just do 
the oral questioning to them, maybe what is it that you understand about the 
story, what was the story about. That was for the first day; that was normally 
on a Monday. Then on Tuesday I will just tell the learners to read the story on 
their own and then they can read the story on their own. After reading the 
story on their own, then we go over the questions with them and then I write 
the questions for them. Then the third day we will answer all the questions 





In addition to this she explained that she does group, peer and individual reading. 
Her learners read from the textbooks and readers which are recommended by the 
DoE. She also encourages her learners to read magazines and newspapers and to 
consult dictionaries “so that they will be able to know there is a story and understand 
it correctly”. The day that I observed Pearl‟s lesson she had the flu so she explained 
that she was unable to read to the learners. A summary of this lesson will now be 
provided.  
 
The learners were given readers. They were seated in mixed ability groups of six. 
The first group was asked to read The Shoemaker and the Elves (aloud, together, to 
the rest of the class) which turned out to be a play script. Although the vocabulary 
and sentence structure was simple enough, this book would be obscure to the 
learners as the educator did not explain the conventions of the genre; that it was a 
play script which is different to a story. The entire group read (decoded) the entire 
script. Incorrect pronunciation was not corrected. As I looked around the class I 
noticed that the other learners were not following in the books and many books were 
closed. After the group read, they were asked what the story was about to which a 
learner said that it was about the shoemaker and the elves. When asked what about 
the shoemaker and the elves a learner responded that each night the elves made 
shoes to which the educator asked what else. Another learner replied that the elves 
made beautiful shoes. The next group was then instructed to read.  
 
When the second group started reading a text called Crocodiles, I realised that each 
group had a different reader. So while one group was reading the other groups had 
to listen. I thought that this was an interesting way to develop learners‟ listening 
skills, even though it would diminish time that ought to have been spent developing 
the learners‟ reading skills. However the rest of the class were never asked 
questions to check if they had been listening. Again, the entire group read and were 
asked questions. The educator linked this text to Natural Science by explaining that 





The third group read The Frog Prince. The educator stopped them after a few pages 
of reading, as the story was long, and asked them what the part they read was 
about. They had read up until the part where the frog retrieved the ball for the 
princess yet they answered about things that were still to come in the story. 
Moreover the educator did not correct incorrect answers and did not seem to clearly 
understand the plot.   
Educator: Okay group three, we know the story is longer. Tell us what is happening 
there. 
Learner A:  The frog wanted to marry the princess.  
Educator: The frog wanted to marry the princess. So what happened? Did he marry 
the princess? 
Learner A: Yes. 
Educator: Altogether group, did he marry the princess?  
Whole group: Yes. 
Educator: What happened after they were married? 
Learner A: The frog want to marry the princess and change like a man. 
Educator: Oh really! The frog want to change like a man (laughs). Was it a female 
frog? 
Learner B: Yes 
Educator: Oh really. Thank you. Group four? 
 
The next group read William and his White Wheelchair. By this point the other 
learners were fidgeting with their pens, talking and staring out the window. The 
educator corrected the pronunciation of the word „mechanic‟ and asked learners the 
meanings of some difficult words (javelin, athletes and medals). The group was then 
asked to summarise what they read.  
 
The next group read A Medal for Nicky. The pronunciation of the words „alive‟ and 
„pinned‟ were corrected and they had to read the whole sentence again. Like the 
other groups they answered oral questions and again if the learners gave incorrect 





The last group read What is an elephant? The pronunciation of „their‟ was corrected. 
They were asked questions about the printer, publisher and writer. The educator also 
linked the lesson to Social Science and used an atlas. 
Educator: Who printed this book? The book is printed by whom? Who printed it? The 
book is printed by? 
Learner A: It was printed in Cape Town. 
Educator: It was printed in Cape Town. Very good! By whom? Who printed it in Cape 
Town?  
Learner A: South Africa.  
Educator: South Africa is the country. Cape Town is the? Cape Town is the what? If 
SA is the country, what is CT? Because SA has CT what do we call CT? What is 
CT? It falls under what CT in SA? Anyone can answer that? 
Learner A: It’s a province. 
Educator: Very good, it’s a province. Ok, it’s a province. Good it falls under a 
province because CT is a town. What do we call the province? What do we call the 
province? When we say CT is a province what do we call it? Not as a city in SA or 
town in SA, but as a province! In SA, what do we call CT as a province? What 
province is it? How many provinces do we have anyway?  
Learners: 9 
Educator: Now in which province CT fall? 
Learner B: KZN 
Educator: No! Never, never! Anyone with an atlas please give him answers. Anyone 
with an atlas please give him answers. Anyone with an atlas please give him 
answers. No-one with an atlas? Ok, let’s look at a page with SA. This is atlas. This is 
SA, this is CT. In which province is CT? In what province is CT? Of the nine 
provinces, which is this one, the one that has CT, which is this one, the one that has 
CT, which province is this one? Falls under what province? This is now history and 
geography. What is this province?  
 
Eventually a learner guessed Western Cape. Thereafter the educator picked one 




the lesson. There was no written activity nor was there any activation of prior 
knowledge, language extension and very little vocabulary development. 
 
Based on her responses during the interview, one may have expected more 
dictionary work. However this lesson did have aspects of how she was taught 
reading and how she was trained to teach reading at the teacher training college in 
terms of reading and then summarising what the story was about.  
 
4.3.5. What challenges and barriers do these educators encounter when 
developing their learners’ reading skills? 
Pearl explained that the greatest challenge she has when teaching reading to her 
learners is that the learners do not seem interested. If the educator displays enough 
interest in something the learners are likely to exhibit a degree of interest as well. 
Thus using strategies like pausing to make predictions, and having a clear 
understanding of the content could demonstrate her own interest and excitement in 
what is going on in the story which may result in her learners being more interested 
and making a greater effort. In addition to this she said that she finds it difficult 
because educators are not allowed to punish learners anymore, they are now 
expected to be patient and talk to them, and try to make them understand what is 
important in life.  
 
A second challenge is the lack of parental support. Although the school makes every 
effort to get the parents to come in to discuss their child‟s progress or lack thereof, 
by sending letters or even telephoning them. She stated that the parents do not even 
take the time to look at their children‟s books.  
 
During language committee meetings, these challenges were discussed. The SMT 
was informed and tried their best to assist by calling parents, yet still the parents do 






4.3.6. How have these experiences prepared the participants to implement 
CAPS in the IP in 2013? 
Pearl is very excited and welcomes the introduction of CAPS in her grade in 2013. 
She has already attended two CAPS workshops; the first dealt with how to teach 
reading (one hour long) and the second dealt with assessment (one hour long). They 
were also told to use DVD‟s, radios and plays to improve their learners‟ listening 
skills. Reading must be done in the mornings when learners‟ minds were fresh and 
alert and to encourage learners to read a variety of texts like magazines and different 
types of books.  
 
Elements of CAPS were present in her lesson. For example, the types of questions 
she asked during the oral discussion after the group had read their text included 
looking at the source, author and publication date. Additionally learners were asked 
to summarise what they had read. These are all part of the reading process 
described in the policy document (DoBE, 2011,  pp.10-11).  
 
4.4. Andile Nzimande: Grade 6 
4.4.1. Background 
Andile lives in a rural area on the outskirts of a large city in KZN. He lives with his 
wife and two children. He has another child who lives with his wife‟s mother. In his 
spare time, Andile enjoys visiting his friends and watching soccer. He also enjoys 
writing stories and has won many competitions in the local newspapers. The most 
important thing in his life is giving his children a better life. He said, “The most 
important thing in my life is to make sure that my children get what I never get for 
myself, so I want to support them to learn, to achieve their goals- unlike myself; not 
to live in the same place like me- in fact to get more than what I achieved in my life.”  
   
4.4.2. What were the participants’ experiences of learning to read at home, in 
primary school and in high school? 
Andile‟s father was a bricklayer and his mother was a domestic worker. His father 
worked out of town a lot so he was often away from home. At home, reading was 




However, no-one at home taught or encouraged him to read before he began school.  
His grandmother did tell him stories which he really enjoyed.  
 
He attended a primary school near the Vulindlela area. The school was in a church 
and was over crowded. He recalls his first teacher teaching him to read in English by 
teaching them the vowel sounds. Thereafter they began learning the consonant 
sounds, followed by blends. He learnt to read in IsiZulu from poems and readers, 
some of which he uses when he is teaching his learners. He found the poems 
especially enjoyable because they did actions whilst reciting the poem. It is also 
surprising to note that although their classes were over crowded all the learners were 
able to read on the same level. They did not get any homework and could not do any 
work at home because they wrote on slabs of slate which remained at school. 
However, his mother did extra work with him like practice spelling and rhymes. 
 
He began school in 1984 but moved school several times due to political violence. 
These disruptions resulted in him completing school three later than he should have. 
Andile recalls the principal of the school being their language teacher in Grade 11 
and 12. He developed their reading skills by teaching them how to pronounce the 
words and using dictionaries to help them to understand. As with the other two 
participants, meaning is associated with using a dictionary to understand isolated 
words and not using the text to work out what a word means in that context. He 
admits that they were never taught how to analyse a text critically, “in fact we are just 
suppose to vomit what we have been taught.” Further to this, they were only 
exposed to textbooks that contained only stories and poems with very basic 
questions at the end of each text.    
 
4.4.3. What pre-service and in-service training of teaching reading did they 
receive? 
After leaving school, Andile wanted to pursue journalism, but because there was not 
much support from his family he studied to become a language teacher. He obtained 
a diploma from a college. Over the past few years he completed his ACE, ABET and 




During the interview, he said that he does not remember how they were taught to 
teach reading. Although he found the training college to be good, he feels that he 
was not adequately trained to teach reading, and most of what he learnt about 
developing his learners‟ reading skills was from workshops which he attended in the 
afternoons after school.  At one of these workshops he explains that they were 
taught about different kinds of reading and how to find out whether the learners know 
the language.  
 
4.4.4. How have the experiences and training of these educators shaped their 
teaching of reading? 
To become a better reading teacher, Andile explained that he believes that he needs 
to attend more workshops and learn from teachers who know more about reading 
methods. He said that he uses textbooks and worksheets that contain all types of 
texts during his reading lessons. When asked how he teaches reading to his 
learners, he describes the following: 
 
     “Sometimes I can read and then ask them to read.  If maybe it‟s going to 
the proof reading, I can read firstly and then ask them to read and then 
listen to them, find the various – and when they are not able to pronounce, 
write them down, not disturb them while they are reading. After they 
finish…So I will just tell the learner to read and then after that, when they 
finish maybe that paragraph then I will tell them, „you were supposed to 
read like this and this word you were supposed to pronounce it .‟  They 
can say „opportunity‟ so I leave them, when they finish the paragraph and 
then after that I go back and say, „let us look at these words,‟ and then I 
give them an opportunity again.  It is easy if it is an individual; it is difficult 
in a group because I am supposed to go around and listen because 
someone will be hiding with the others and be quiet but the manner is to 
find their mistakes and then correct them and then continue.” 
 
A summary of the lesson that was observed is now provided. The teacher greeted 




were seated in mixed ability groups of six. The poem was written by Peggy Dunstan 
and was titled You can’t depend on anything.   
 
The educator then asked learners what the title of the poem was and who the author 
was. Learners were asked to describe what they saw happening in the picture 
alongside the poem. A learner responded saying that he saw a boy kicking rubbish 
bins.  
 
Each of the four groups was asked to decode the poem twice and the second 
paragraph a third time. Next one learner was asked to read the whole poem aloud to 
the rest of the class. A second learner was then asked to read the whole poem to the 
class and again, incorrect pronunciation was not corrected. However both learners 
decoded with fluency and clarity and observed the punctuation marks.  
 
The educator began discussing the poem by asking the learners what figures of 
speech they saw in the poem. No one responded so the educator said, “Metaphor, 
simile, figures of speech.”  Again no one responded. The educator then asked the 
learners to look at a line 5. He proceeded to read the entire poem to the class. Upon 
completion he asked what figure of speech was present in that line (“we learn things 
as we grow”). The learners did not respond so the educator explained that it was a 
simile because it had the word „as‟. However, upon examination of that line, it is clear 
that although the word „as‟ is present in the line it was not actually simile.  
 
 He then asked the learners what the boy learnt as he grew older but he had to 
repeat the question in IsiZulu as the learners did not understand his question. He 
also tried linking the poem to the learners‟ experiences by asking them what bad 
things they did. Next the educator tried to explain the message of the poem. The 
learners responded as follows: 
 
Educator: Is there any message in this poem for others? (Silence) So what is the 
message? (Silence) So what is this message? 




Educator: Message, you can’t depend on anything. For example?  
Learner B: You can’t kick rubbish bins.  
Educator: What is going to happen if you kick that? (Silence) What is going to 
happen? Why is it wrong?   
Learner A: Is you can break your toe. 
Educator: Is you can break your toe. What did he learn as he grew older? 
Learner C: He learnt not to kick the tin.  
Educator: Can you summarise, tell me all about, can you summarise this?  (Silence) 
What is it about in your own words? (Silence) What advice it gives us except the 
advice that you can’t kick the tins. (Silence) Any advice it can give us this poem? 
(Silence). 
 
He eventually told them that the poem focused on not taking risks and the 
consequences of bad behaviour (I am not certain if this is entirely correct as the 
poet‟s message seemed more likely to be that as we grow older we gain experience 
and that we should learn from our mistakes and not repeat them). Thereafter he 
explained the concept of summarising but they did not summarise the poem. For the 
remainder of the lesson the learners were told to read (decode) the questions that 
they would answer in the next lesson.  There was no written activity. 
 
4.4.5. What challenges and barriers do these educators encounter when 
developing their learners’ reading skills? 
During the interview process, when asked about developing his learners‟ reading 
skills, Andile said that he finds that pronunciation is his greatest challenge. He 
explained that he finds it difficult to let his learners read a whole sentence or 
paragraph if they are unable to pronounce one word correctly. He explained that he 
discussed this challenge with his SMT who organised a remedial class with the 







4.4.6. How have these experiences prepared the participants to implement 
CAPS in the IP in 2013? 
Andile believes that CAPS is going to be better because it is similar to the old 
methods of teaching. He is anxiously waiting for its implementation next year and 
looks forward to the reduction of learning areas in the IP from nine to six. He also 
feels that the textbooks are better because now teachers only need one textbook 
and a reader whereas before they had to use many sources to get information. He 
has not attended any CAPS workshops but has been reading the policy document to 
familiarise himself with its expectations. 
 
Although he obviously tried to incorporate elements from the reading process (DoBE, 
2011, pp.10-11) in his lesson, like asking about the author, title and picture, 
summarising and linking the text to his learners‟ experiences,  there was no 
activation of prior knowledge, making predictions, written activity or dictionary use 
and help with construction of meaning of the text.   
 
4.5. Summary 
Based on the classroom observations, interview transcripts, and the list provided by 
Wray (1998), and Wray et al (2000, 2002) (cited in Verbeek, 2010, p.74) of what 
effective reading teachers do (Chapter 3, 3.7.2) the following table is a summary of 
the manner in which the participants developed their learners‟ reading skills. O 
stands for often, S for seldom, and N for not at all.  
Table 2: How the participants fare in terms of what effective reading teachers 
do. 
 Njabulo: Grade 4 Pearl: Grade 5 Andile: Grade 6 
Did the educator: O S N O S N O S N 
contextualise reading, starting 
with the text, teaching 
grammar, phonics, spelling and 
so forth in the context of the 
text? 
 x   x    x 
model critical thinking and 
literate behaviour extensively? 
  x   x   x 




listened to the learners reading 
aloud? 
assist learners to make links 
between the text, words and 
sentences by using their 
knowledge of language? 
 
 x   x    x 
probe learners as to how 
literacy decisions were made 
and what conclusions they 
have drawn? 
  x   x   x 
encourage learners to speak 
openly and clearly about their 
reading and writing? 
  x   x   x 
engage learners‟ attention on 
the current task, provide time 
limits and, begin with a 
purposeful introduction and end 
with a conclusion that reviewed 
the learning experience? 
  x   x   x 
take learners through a process 
of interaction between existing 
knowledge and new concepts 
whereby they were assisted to 
recognise and work from their 
existing knowledge 
  x   x   x 
employ group interaction as a 
teaching strategy because it is 
recognised that learning is 
social process 
x   x   x   
provide meaningful learning 
contexts? 
  x  x   x  
promote the metalinguistic 
process of learning? 














Discussion of the findings 
5.1. Introduction 
To analyse the data collected, content analysis was used. The interviews and 
observations were first transcribed and these transcripts were reduced using a set of 
codes. These codes were generated by aspects of the theoretical framework, 
research questions and the data itself.  Using the codes, the data was then 
categorised into themes. This chapter examines the key themes that emerged from 
the observations and narratives constructed by the three Intermediate Phase 
language educators who participated in this study. The findings presented here 
relate to these participants, and are not meant to be generalised to the greater 
population of language educators. The findings will be discussed under the 
subheadings of the themes that emerged from the data.  
 
5.2. Established understanding of what constitutes competent reading  
As explained in Chapter 3 (3.6.) the interactive model of reading states that reading 
is a combination of both bottom-up and top-down processing. The multiple 
processes of each of these types of processes must interact simultaneously 
throughout the reading process. Thus value is placed on both decoding print and 
comprehension. This is similar to one of the processes discussed (3.2.1.) that 
reading is a rapid and efficient process because when we read, we simultaneously 
coordinate rapid and automatic word recognition, syntactic parsing, meaning 
formation, text-comprehension building, inference making, critical thinking and 
connections with prior knowledge. For competent readers all these cognitive 
processes happen in sync and without any real effort. The bulk of the three lessons 
observed were dedicated to reading aloud with little time spent on vocabulary 
extension or language development. The time spent on discussion of the text was 
often limited to the educator asking questions and the learners providing short 
answers as opposed to the educator using the discussion to clarify aspects in the 
text as well as develop critical thinking skills. Based on this it would be fair to state 




asked to teach a reading lesson for this lesson observation. The following graph 
shows a breakdown of the time spent on each of these four aspects. 
 
Figure 2: Breakdown of time spent during classroom observations 








Another indicator that reading is thought to mean decoding by the participants is that 
when asked about challenges they face in the classroom when teaching reading, 
they placed emphasis on pronunciation. Only Njabulo briefly mentioned that her 
learners do not understand what they read but she attributed this to the fact that they 
do not understand the language and not that their comprehension skills may not be 
sufficiently developed. Grabe (2009) states that reading is most importantly a 
comprehending process because when we read, our intention is to understand what 
the writer intended to convey in the text. Yet in these three classrooms, 
comprehension was given the least attention. Oral questions that were asked related 
to the title, author, illustrator and the plot. It ought to be noted that in doing this, the 
educators are faithfully following instructions from workshops they have attended 
and this seems to be an instance of going through the motions without fully grasping 
why the process is important. Thus it ends up as an emphasis on form (of asking 
questions) without substance (of using questions to direct learners‟ thinking and build 




usage to enable them and their learners to understand what the text means, and 
whilst this is a useful skill, it deprives the learners of the social learning integral to 
language learning.  
 
The participants clearly do not fully understand the complexities and depth of skills 
required to develop learners‟ comprehension of text effectively as comprehension is 
more than understanding isolated words. These educators did not engage their 
learners in understanding the deeper meanings of the text like inference making 
(neither gap-filling nor text connecting), critical thinking and connections to prior 
knowledge. The Grade 6 educator made an attempt but his learners were unable to 
answer his questions which is an indication that they are not used to that type of 
questioning, and when the learners were unable to provide answers to these 
questions or if they provided incorrect responses, he would either give them the 
answer he thought was correct or move on to the next question, without having told 
them whether their response was correct or correcting an incorrect response. 
Furthermore it was often clear that the learners did not fully understand the plot in 
the stories they read and when they gave responses, yet again, the educators did 
not always do anything to indicate whether their responses were correct or incorrect 
but simply moved on to the next question. At times it was surprising to note that the 
educator did not understand the plot as incorrect responses were repeatedly 
overlooked (refer to examples provided in Chapter 4).  
 
5.3. Decoding versus comprehending 
Based on the criteria for assessing learners‟ reading aloud skills highlighted on page 
48 of this study, after observing the lessons, it could be concluded that most learners 
were able to decode text to speech fairly well but what must be borne in mind is that 
most reading took place in chorused reading in groups or as an entire class. During 
this whole class and group reading one voice dominated and the others droned on 
behind. They read with fluency, clarity and observed punctuation marks. However, 
firstly, to vary one‟s tone when reading, one would have to have an understanding of 
what one is reading. Although it was obvious in the Grade 4 and 5 classes that they 




to parts of the story that they had not decoded text to speech as yet, the learners did 
not vary their tone appropriately as they sounded like they still did not really 
understand what they were reading and struggled to answer questions that were 
posed after reading. Secondly, it is unclear what is meant in the Maskew, Miller, 
Longman guide by „eye contact‟ and with whom or with what they should be making 
eye contact. If they are meant to make eye contact with the educator whilst being 
assessed, this did not happen. These FAL learners who have only just come into 
contact with English would need to give their full attention to the text and would not 
be able to make predictions about what words would follow to enable them to look up 
and make eye contact as they do not even fully understand the language let alone 
what they are reading. Instead they more likely decode word by word. Thirdly, 
pronunciation was a bit problematic as incorrect pronunciation did distort the 
meanings of certain words. An example that stands out from the Grade 4 class: the 
learners could not decode the word „wondered‟. The educator said „wandered‟. 
Thereafter every group that read the extract said „wandered‟ instead of „wondered‟. 
Lastly, perhaps it is time that Maskew, Miller and Longman and other publishers 
assist educators by calling the processes by their correct names. Instead of calling it 
“prepared reading (reading aloud)”, it is clear that they are referring to decoding so 
this should rather be listed as prepared decoding text to speech (decoding aloud) 
because what the educator is required to assess here is only one aspect of reading, 
the rest is comprehension. By doing so, educators would get used to defining 
reading as both decoding and comprehension.    
  
Whilst decoding did not seem to be very problematic, comprehension on the other 
hand was very problematic. The following table is a summary of the cognitive levels 










Table 1: Levels of questions 
 
Cognitive Level Activity 
Literal 
(Level 1) 
Questions that deal with information explicitly stated in the text. 
Reorganisation  
(Level 2) 
Questions that require analysis, synthesis, or organisation of 
information explicitly stated in the text. 
Inference 
(Level 3) 
Questions that require a candidate‟s engagement with information 
explicitly stated in the text in terms of his/her personal experience. 
Evaluation 
(Level 4) 
These questions deal with judgements concerning value and 
worth. These include judgements regarding reality, credibility, 
facts and opinions, validity, logic and reasoning and issues such 
as desirability and acceptability of decisions and actions in terms 
of moral values.  
Appreciation 
(Level 5) 
These questions are intended to assess the psychological and 
aesthetic impact of the text on the candidate. They focus on 
emotional responses to the content, identification with the 
characters or incidents, and reactions to the writer‟s use of 
language (such as word choice and imagery). 
(Adapted from DoBE, 2011,  pp. 96-97) 
 
Using this table and the transcripts from the lesson observations, the questions that 
the educators asked their learners before and after reading the text were coded 

























It was found that all three participants asked their learners level 1 and level 2 
questions and the Grade 6 educator asked his learners a few level 3 questions which 
the learners were unable to answer. Level 4 and 5 questions were not asked at all. 
Although the educators asked mostly level one and two questions, the learners 
struggled to answer even these. They were however always encouraged to answer 
using full sentences. The value of using full sentence when teaching FAL learners is 
clear as it encourages these learners to practice using the language. Apart from this, 
it would be pointless if the responses to the text that were given, in full sentences, 
were actually incorrect as this was supposed to be a lesson designed to develop the 
learners‟ reading (decoding and comprehension) skills.  
 
Pre-reading questions were asked in Grade 4 and 6, and one group in Grade 5 but 
these questions did not activate background knowledge. These questions related to 
the author, title, illustrator and pictures on the cover but the educators failed to make 
the crucial link between the text and the learners‟ prior knowledge. Additionally, they 
did not use the cover or title to engage learners in predicting what the text might be 
about. These two pre-reading activities are extremely important as they can be used 
to evoke the learners‟ interest and excitement. In addition to this understanding 
would be facilitated as the learners would have some idea about what is going on in 




determine the learners‟ experiences and associations as the educator‟s schemas 
might be different from those of the learners. Predicting and activating prior 
knowledge would provide learners with a better understanding of what to expect in 
the text, the purpose of the text and their purpose for reading the text so they would 
be able to use varying tones, make eye contact and read more fluently. 
  
After decoding each text (several times) oral questions were asked which were 
mostly level 1 and 2 questions. The educators did not always indicate whether the 
learners‟ responses to these questions were correct, by using positive reinforcement, 
or incorrect by telling them so and then leading them through a range of related 
questions that would help them to work out the correct answer. Instead they simply 
repeated what the learner said or asked the next question (refer to examples in 
Chapter 4) which may imply passive acceptance of the learners‟ incorrect 
understanding of the text.  
 
For educators to fully develop their learners‟ reading skills they need to ask a range 
of questions relating to the plot, setting, themes, moral, social and cultural issues 
and encourage learners to voice real opinions regarding different aspects of the text 
to test their knowledge and lead their thinking. Asking the learners if they found the 
text interesting and have them reply in unison, “The story was very interesting” does 
not constitute the learners‟ voicing of their true opinions. And although one might 
argue that these are IP FAL learners who are using English for the first, second or 
third year only, and thus do not have the vocabulary to answer higher level 
questions, exercises such as multiple choice, choosing words to fill in the blanks and 
discriminating between true or false statements can be asked to scaffold the 
learners‟ understanding and then gradually they can be introduced to answering 
questions using full sentences (DOBE, 2011, p.96). All of these exercises require the 
learners to work with the information in the text, so their attention is on it and they 







5.4. Choice of texts 
5.4.1. Genre 
Perfetti et al (2005) state that understanding the linguistic styles and layouts of the 
different genres of texts is vital as this sensitivity to text structure may assist the 
reader to scaffold their mental representation of the text. Poems and readers were 
used by the three participants in their classes. These were the same types of texts 
that they read when they were at school learning to read. There was only evidence 
of textbook and readers in classrooms. The Grade 4 educator did use Big Book 
which was a folktale. However this Big Book was not used correctly. This Big Book 
should be used by the educator when reading to the learners as learners are 
expected to listen to what is going on and enjoy the pictures and the story, and 
learners were supposed to have matching copies of small books when they are 
reading. Although the Big Book is indeed big, and although the learners were all 
sitting on the floor, in a class with large numbers not all learners were sitting in close 
proximity to the book so it might be difficult for them to see the words so decoding 
would be dominated by those closest to the book.  
 
Grade 5 read a mix of Eurocentric stories (The Frog Prince and The Elves and the 
Shoemaker) and informative texts (Crocodiles) and Grade 6 read a poem. CAPS 
(2011, p.14) states that classrooms should have, “A variety of media materials: 
newspapers, magazines, brochures, posters, flyers, advertisements, notices.”  Grade 
4 should have Big Books and all grades should also have copies of readers, 
textbooks and dictionaries. With all the emphasis placed on dictionary usage during 
the interviews with each participant, one would have expected to see at least one 
dictionary between each group of learners. There were no dictionaries visible.  
 
The participants may view reading texts only as poems and books because these 
were the texts they read when they were at school as they stated during the 
interviews. However reading texts includes media materials (listed above), formal 
and informal letters, postcards, recipes, food packaging, diary entries and so on. 
These texts are useful as they can be used to teach learners a range of skills like 




language, persuasive, bias and emotive language and critical literacy. Instead the 
participants choose genres that they are familiar with from their own schooling and 
thus restrict their learners‟ exposure to a variety of genres.  
 
5.4.2. Learner interest 
As explained in Chapter 3 (3.6.1.) when developing learners reading skills they must 
be provided with access to interesting texts (Verbeek, 2010). When Grade 4 was 
asked how the story was, they all replied, “The story was very interesting.” It seemed 
like they were trained to respond in this manner and does not necessarily mean that 
they enjoyed this story or even fully understood what they were saying as they did 
not even seem to understand what the story was about. In addition to this, Njabulo 
did very little to captivate the learners‟ interest. They were not asked questions that 
may have captured their attention before reading nor were they given any fun 
activities after reading.  
 
According to Mathewson (1994) identifying the purpose and feelings about engaging 
in reading before reading may affect the reader‟s attitude and motivation to read. He 
further states that motivation and attitude may be affected during reading by 
modifying the reader‟s goals or by providing feedback relating to the satisfaction with 
the ideas and affect developed through reading, the ideas constructed from the 
information that was read, the feelings generated by ideas from the reading process 
and how goals, self-concept and values were affected (Mathewson, 1994). Firstly, 
before reading the text, the educators did not identify the purpose for reading that 
particular text nor were the learners asked what they felt about reading the text or 
what they hoped to achieve by reading the text. As a result they were not sufficiently 
motivated to read in the sense that reading is something pleasurable but would 
possibly view this reading as just another classroom task.  Secondly, when 
approaching the text, the participants did not use body language, facial expressions 
or a change in tone to signal that what they were about to read would be interesting, 
informative or enjoyable. Instead they simply asked their learners to open the book 
or look at the text and start reading. Pausing during reading to check comprehension 




participants also failed to do this. Their learners decoded the entire text into spoken 
word after which questions were asked and these oral questions were yet another 
classroom task as opposed to being structured so as to affect the learners‟ attitude 
and motivation.   
 
Spending an entire one hour lesson decoding a text into spoken word and answering 
oral questions definitely resulted in the learners getting bored. As the story 
progressed during decoding, their reading deteriorated from most learners trying to 
read loudly and keep the pace to a state where most seemed to be dragged by the 
few learners who were still trying to go through the motions. The learners were also 
drifting and getting fidgety. They were observed clicking their pens, staring at the 
walls and chatting to each other. This was especially the case in the Grade 5 class 
as each group read a different text and only one group was active at a time whilst the 
rest of the class was expected to sit silently. The learners could have been given 
some sort of written activity to keep them actively engaged and more importantly to 
assess whether they understood what they read, language aspects or vocabulary 
extension after decoding and answering oral questions because reading and writing 
have positive reciprocal effects (Chapter 3, 3.6.1.). A consequence of not motivating 
the learners throughout the reading process may be that the learners‟ attitude toward 
reading might be that it is a difficult boring task which they relate to the classroom 
whereas the outcome should be to inculcate a love for reading and passion for books 
which they would want to engage in, in their spare time as well. 
 
Although there was some evidence of the educator trying to link the text to the 
learners‟ lives and experiences in Grade 5 and 6, it is questionable whether the 
learners were actually able to appreciate this link to make the text relevant and 
enjoyable, facilitate understanding and whether they were able to make links with the 
texts that were used. An example that stands out in Grade 6 was when Andile asked 
his learners what bad things they do in the classroom. The learners were able to 
answer this question very well and gave many things like talking, eating and so on. 
However, they were unable to use this to work out the poet‟s message. Perhaps the 




from the known to the unknown or use questions to lead by subtle suggestions that 
supply some information but leave the learner to make the final connection. A 
possible reason for the educator‟s lack of success in this regard may be because he 
did not clearly understand the poet‟s message (refer to example in Chapter 4, 4.4.4).  
 
5.4.3. Appropriate and relevant 
Verbeek (2010) states that the educator must match readers with appropriate texts 
(Chapter 3, 3.6.1.). The participants used texts that were prescribed for their 
particular grades‟ FAL learners. It is all well and good to choose a series of readers 
from a publisher based on what the publisher deems fit for a specific grade but in this 
instance the question that arises is whether those texts were the correct level for 
those particular learners. In terms of decoding text to speech, the learners decoded 
fairly well with the odd pronunciation mistake. As most decoding was done in mixed 
ability or whole class groups it would be difficult to assess who was decoding and 
who was merely moving their mouths. In the Grade 4 class, during whole class 
reading, three learners were observed doing just that and in all the classes, during 
group reading, one voice, which was slightly louder and faster than the others, 
clearly led the group‟s reading. Whilst this might be useful at the very beginning 
stages of learning to read where an uncertain learner‟s first hesitant efforts are 
supported by the chorusing of the group, the problem with this strategy is when it 
becomes habitual for some learners never to read independently of the group and it 
would be difficult for the educator to identify learners who are struggling to decode. 
At the end of group and whole class decoding and after orally discussing the plot, the 
participants did pick out individual learners to decode the given text to speech which 
they all did fluently. It is possible that this indicated that the educator picked the 
learners who were good at decoding. In the Grade 5 class, a learner‟s hand shot up 
and the educator said to him that someone else will have a turn today and that he 
would read the next day.  
It was also difficult to determine whether all the learners understood the story as the 
same learners raised their hands to answer all the questions. Those learners who 




the story but the rest quite possibly did not have a clue. Again the importance of 
giving the learners written activities based on the text is highlighted because based 
on their individual written responses the educator would be able to assess which of 
the learners understood which aspects of the text and which learners still require 
development in which aspects. For example, some learners may be able to answer 
level 1 and 2 questions pertaining to the plot but would not be able to answer level 3, 
4, and 5 questions. Others may be able to answer level 1, 2 and 3 questions but may 
battle with level 5 and 6. Some may battle to answer even level 1 and 2 questions. 
When marking the learners‟ written responses the educator will have a good 
indication as to which areas require more attention and what the learners need more 
exposure to.  
   
Whilst it is a good idea to expose learners to things they are not familiar with to 
increase their knowledge base, it is pointless if these new concepts are not 
explained properly. During the classroom observations, the participants used texts 
like folktales, poems, play scripts and Eurocentric stories but did not explain the 
features of these texts, like their different formats or structures and punctuation and 
use of either formal or informal language. Understanding these features of different 
genres supports learners‟ understanding of what is happening in the text.  For 
example, Andile, the Grade 6 educator handed out the worksheet with the poem and 
then asked his learners what that was on the worksheet. His learners responded 
correctly and said that it was a poem. He did not go further to ask his learners how 
they knew it was a poem which is what he ought to have done next. In this way, the 
next time that he read a poem with his learners they would know to look out for 
things like figures of speech, rhyming words, themes and the poet‟s message while 
they are decoding the poem.  They would also be familiar with the vocabulary (poet, 
stanzas, lines etc.) and unconventional punctuation associated with poems.  
 
The play script in Grade 5 was not even read correctly which would entail each 
learner being allocated a different part to read. Instead the entire group 
monotonously read the entire play script and were unable to appreciate its purpose 




posed to the Grade 6 learners after decoding the poem was what figures of speech 
they saw in the poem. When none of the learners responded the educator gave 
examples like simile and metaphor but did not refresh the learners‟ memories as to 
what figures of speech, metaphors and similes were. In fact apart from rhyming 
words, the poem that was selected had no obvious figures of speech. If the educator 
wanted to teach the learners about figures of speech, then his choice of poem 
should have been relevant to this purpose. A poem that contained obvious figures of 
speech ought to have been selected. Expecting Grade 6 FAL learners to just identify 
figures of speech from a poem would be difficult especially considering that these 
learners did not seem to have a clue as to what similes and metaphors were. The 
educator could have rather selected a poem that highlighted a specific figure of 
speech or poems like An African Thunderstorm (Rubadiri, 2004) which contain many 
easy to identify figures of speech.   
 
Therefore, when selecting learning and teaching support material like textbooks and 
readers, educators ought to analyse the choices available very carefully. They must 
choose materials that would be most appropriate for the level at which their learners 
are at and not at the level they are expected to be at. These materials must also 
have some relevance to their learners‟ lives and experiences. On the other hand, not 
everything in a textbook or reader would be totally appropriate and relevant to those 
specific learners because textbooks are designed to cater for a wide range of 
learners. This is not necessarily a negative thing as learners need to be taught about 
things that they are not familiar with to increase their knowledge base. This is 
especially vital for underprivileged and rural learners who do not have the means to 
go out and see and experience different things. Their only opportunity for this is 
maybe television or newspapers or the classroom. Thus they need to be taken out of 
their familiar environments and experience the world at large through literature. 
According to Lombardi (n.d.) literature is a term used to describe spoken and written 
material. It is valuable because it introduces us to new worlds of experience and we 
may even grow and evolve through our literary journey with books (Lombardi, n.d.). 
Thus literature could help learners to grow; help shape the learners‟ identity, promote 




educator to take that unfamiliar or difficult text and make it relevant and appropriate, 
and not simply go through the motions, so that their learners will understand and 
learn about new things and will be able to cope later on in life when they are placed 
in different situations.   
 
5.5. Usefulness of workshops 
The participants said that they attended many workshops; so many that they could 
not remember most. And those that they remembered, they did not actually 
remember what they learnt. Most of the workshops that they attended were 
organised by the DoE. The workshops that they remembered dealt with discipline, 
assessment and CAPS, and the workshops held by UKZN, one of which dealt with 
using newspapers to develop the learners‟ reading skills. Yet there was little 
evidence of learning about effective techniques and methods, which they were 
supposed to have learnt about in these workshops, in the participants‟ classrooms 
when teaching reading to their learners. They did try to implement aspects from the 
reading process (DOBE, 2011, pp. 10-11) but this was seriously lacking as the 
participants used only some aspects instead of going through the whole process.  
 
This leads one to wonder whether these workshops are held for the sake of showing 
how much is being done to improve the quality of education in the country or are 
held to actually improve the quality of education in the country, and if the educators 
really learn and implement things from these workshops or come back to school, try 
out new ideas for a few days and then revert to what they are comfortable with.  
 
Educators may argue that sometimes workshops are held after school so they are 
too tired to concentrate; sometimes the venue is quite far away, so transport is a 
problem; and sometimes the facilitators speak in languages that the educators do 
not understand so they feel that attending is a waste of time. For instance I have 
attended workshops where the facilitator speaks mostly in IsiZulu. As I neither speak 
nor understand this language, I find that I am unable to participate in the workshop 





During the September holidays (2012) the DoE held CAPS workshops for the 
different IP subjects (Languages, Natural Science and Technology, Mathematics, 
Life Skills and Social Science). To accommodate most educators these workshops 
were held at different venues on different dates, over two days from 9:00am to 
3:00pm. I attended one of these workshops so that I would have a better 
understanding of the policy document. For the duration of the workshop the facilitator 
read from the policy document and explained what that particular section meant, 
stopping only to answer questions. This eventually became tedious and boring for 
most educators who ended up leaving early. On the second day my colleagues 
attended. When we discussed the content of each day, it was disappointing to note 
that almost the same thing was done on both days. I was under the impression that 
due to its length and vast differences compared with the NCS, some aspects of the 
CAPS language document would be covered on one day and the rest would roll over 
on to the next day.  
 
The CAPS language curriculum is packaged according to four skills; listening and 
speaking, reading and viewing, writing and presenting and language structures and 
conventions. If one considers reading and viewing in particular, research has shown 
that many SA educators experience difficulty when developing these skills in their 
learners. These difficulties may be attributed to the fact that they are unfamiliar with 
the current theories, or because they mimic the manner in which they were taught, or 
because they were inadequately trained, or all of the above. Moreover these 
educators tend to view reading primarily as decoding text to speech and therefore 
dedicate very little time to the development of comprehension skills during reading 
lessons. Additionally the underperformance of SA learners in literacy tests is a clear 
indication that something is definitely not done correctly in the classroom. Thus, to 
simply address all four skills on one day, in one workshop is certainly inadequate. 
Perhaps these workshops should have been held over three days, dedicating one 
day to reading and viewing and at least half a day to the other three skills and 
assessment. And instead of simply reading from the policy and explaining what was 
read, the theories involved should have been thoroughly explained so that the 




the educators to do. Based on report-backs and discussions after completion of 
these activities, the facilitators would get an indication of whether the educators were 
ready to effectively implement CAPS in 2013. 
 
5.6. Willingness to improve 
All three participants stated that they were very eager to improve their teaching of 
reading. When educators say they are eager to improve, the extent to which they are 
prepared to improve and how far they are willing to go to improve may be 
questionable. The participants acknowledged that their teaching of reading needed 
attention and all three are eager to enrol to study further.  UKZN has held four 
reading workshops. I attended the first one and facilitated the second. The former 
dealt with theories related to reading like automaticity, whilst the latter provided 
practical pre-reading, reading and after reading activities that the educators could 
adapt and use in their classrooms. Emphasis was placed on using different genres 
and teaching learners the different conventions of these genres, and it was further 
demonstrated how one text could be used to develop the learners‟ reading, writing, 
speaking and language skills as well as expand their vocabulary using a range of fun 
activities within a particular context as opposed to developing these skills in isolation.   
 
During the classroom observations, there was little evidence of what was discussed 
in these workshops and the aspects that were used were done very superficially as 
were the aspects from the CAPS reading process. For instance, the Grade 5 
educator, Pearl, posed questions to one of the groups relating to the title, author and 
publisher which is part of the CAPS pre-reading activities (“Looking at the source, 
author, and publication date” DOBE, 2011, pp.10-11). The reason for asking such 
questions would be to enable learners to make predictions about what to expect in 
the text based on the title and who the author is. In addition to this, providing the 
author‟s background information is important as it alerts the learners to whose 
perspective the text is written from so they would understand bias, the language 
conventions used and so on. Pearl asked her grade 5 learners who the author was, 
what the title was and where the book was published. She then went into a lengthy 




in her pre-reading discussion, the learners‟ background knowledge was not activated 
nor did they make any predictions about what the text might be about. Below are two 
vignettes from the Grade 4 and 6 classes which demonstrate the manner in which 
these two educators engage their learners in pre-reading questions. 
 
Vignette 1: Njabulo (Grade 4) 
Njabulo: Move the desks, I said everyone must come here and sit on the floor. 
(points to learner with an injured foot). You can sit on the desk. Right, look at this 
cover. Look at this cover thoroughly. What is the title of the book? 
All learners (in unison): The title of the book is Mr Sun and Mr Sea. 
Njabulo: The title of the book is Mr Sun and Mr Sea. Who is the author? 
All learners: The author of the book is traditi…. 
One learner: traditional  
Njabulo: There is no author here. This is a traditional story. It tells us about the 
illustrator. Okay. Who’s the illustrator? 
All learners: The illustrator of the book is Richard Parch… 
Njabulo: Richard Parkinson. Okay this is a traditional story. Do you understand me?  
All learners: Yes 
Njabulo: Right what do you see here?  
Learner A: Sun 
Njabulo: No full sentence! 
Learner B: I see the sun. 
Njabulo: I see the sun. I see the sun. What else can you see? 
Learner C: I see the sea. 
Njabulo: I see the sea. Can you see the sea? Where is the sea? 
Learner B: Yes. There! (points) 
Njabulo: Oh the sea! What else can you see there?  
Learner D: I see the clouds. 
Njabulo: The clouds, okay. Ya? 
Learner B: I see the sun’s house covered by the sea.  
Njabulo: Is the sun’s house covered by the sea? (Silence) Oooh, you dunno? Let us 




All learners: Mr Sun and Mr Sea (reading aloud in unison). 
 
Vignette 2: Andile (Grade 6) 
Andile: We are going to look at… what’s that? What is that? Hands up? Yes? 
Learner A: Poem 
Andile: A poem. The title of the poem… 
Learner B: The title of the poem is ‘You can’t depend on anything’. 
Andile: The author? 
Learner A: Peejy (Peggy) Dunstan. 
Andile: Peejy Dunstan. Right, before we read can you tell me anything about this 
picture? (Silence). Anything that you can tell me about this picture? 
Learner C: The boy is kicking rubbish bins.  
Andile: First group read the poem. 
Group 1: You can’t depend on anything. (Reading aloud in unison) 
  
From these vignettes the following aspects are highlighted. Firstly Njabulo 
emphasised using full sentences when answering a question. Secondly the only 
indication that an answer is acceptable, is the educators repeating what the learners 
have said or moving on to next question. Thirdly, incorrect pronunciation is not 
corrected. Fourthly, although the genre was identified, its features were not 
explained and there seems to be an implication in the Grade 4 vignette that a 
traditional story has no author. Lastly the Grade 4 educator, Njabulo, asked her 
learners what the title of book was and all the learners responded in unison by 
saying, “Mr Sun and Mr Sea.” Njabulo accepted this response and asked the next 
question which was about the author.  Additionally, the Grade 6 educator, Andile 
asked his learners what the title of the poem was, who the poet was and what they 
saw happening in the picture alongside the poem. His learners answered all three 
questions correctly but yet again Andile, like Njabulo and Pearl, failed to go further 
and lead his learners from the known to the unknown. It is clear that these questions 
neither created any interest in the text nor where the necessary schemas activated. 
Further to this the valuable opportunity to predict what to expect in the text and to 





All three educators seemed content that they had asked the necessary questions as 
listed in the pre-reading section of the reading process (DOBE, 2011, p.10) but 
perhaps what they did not realise was that they did not achieve the purpose which 
would be to fully prepare learners for what to expect in the text which was not 
explained in the document. Thus they seem to do things but do not know why they 
are supposed to be doing those things. So although these educators say that they 
are willing to improve and that they are prepared to do what it takes to improve their 
teaching of reading, their actions show that so far they have not begun to do this. 
They seem to do things because that is the way they think they are supposed to but 
do not try different methods enough, evaluate which work best with their learners 
and make those methods everyday practice.  
 
Another reason for them reverting to their conventional methods may possibly be 
that they do not fully grasp or remember aspects covered in workshops they attend 
so they do not engage with these completely and correctly in the classroom or that it 
is extraordinarily hard to change ingrained and much practised habits. According to 
Mezirow (1997) people have existing frames of reference (habits of mind and points 
of view) so they reject ideas that do not fit their preconceptions. The participants 
have existing beliefs, habits of mind and points of view created by their own 
schooling and training. For them to improve their teaching of reading they will need 
to engage in critical reflection and change those existing frames of reference.  
 
5.7. Teachers’ experiences (schooling and training), beliefs and knowledge 
The Bantu Education Act, 1953, was a law that legalised several aspects of the 
apartheid system. This act made provision for the segregation of schooling based on 
race. It was an education system that was designed to keep Black South Africans 
subservient to whites, and to provide them with a vastly inferior education. It was the 
belief of the apartheid government that by limiting people‟s education, their access to 
knowledge would be limited and thus, their power within the country would be limited 




Parliament, Dr H.F Verwoerd justified the introduction of the system of Bantu 
Education. He said,  
    “The Bantu must be guided to serve his own community in all respects. There 
is no place for him in the European community above the level of certain 
forms of labour. Within his own community, however, all doors are open 
…Until now he has been subjected to a school system which drew him away 
from his own community and mislead him by showing him the green pastures 
of European society in which he was not allowed to graze,”  
(McGregor, 2008, p.1).  
 
In addition to this, McGregor (2008) states that expenditure on education for the 
1969-1970 financial year broke down as: R272,70 for every white child in school 
against R8,62 for every Black child in school. Furthermore Sachs (2002) states that 
in comparison with schools reserved for other population groups,  black schools 
were afforded little attention and funding so they lacked facilities and valuable 
resources like textbooks and were also often over-crowded. Keevy (2006) states that 
most black teachers started teaching before completing their own schooling much 
less the tertiary education they needed (cited in Davids, 2009).  Thus if educators do 
not receive quality training and development, the overall quality of education will be 
negatively affected (Davids, 2009). In a book titled Miriam’s Song, writer Mark 
Mathabane‟s sister, Miriam, in the preface to his book, wrote:   
           “By the time I entered Sub-Standard A (now called Grade 1), in January 
1975, it was common for already overworked teachers in the lower 
primary classes to teach two sessions of over one hundred pupils each. 
It was estimated that half of black children between the ages of six and 
nineteen were not in school, that only one in fifty teachers had a 
university education, and that only one in nine teachers had completed 
matric (high school).”  
(McGregor, 2008, p.4) 
 
The participants all attended school during the apartheid era and both Njabulo and 




Andile explained that his education was often disrupted by violence so he changed 
schools several times and that when he first started school they did not even have 
books to write in. Instead they had to use pieces of slate and chalk to complete their 
written work. Njabulo recalled her primary school being a large classroom which was 
divided into separate sections for Grade 1-3 learners. Pearl, Njabulo and Andile all 
believe that they were taught reading in Primary School very well and that their High 
School educators developed their reading skills very well.  On the other hand they all 
said that they knew that certain areas of their own education was lacking but still 
these educators described it as being a wonderful, lovely experience. They also do 
not seem to fully understand the areas in which their education was lacking. They 
were taught to decode well so they believe that they were taught reading well. 
However they were only taught basic comprehension skills like summarising and as 
Pearl explained, when they did not understand something in a text, they would use 
dictionaries. None of the participants were taught critical literacy nor were they 
exposed to a variety of texts so they do not fully understand how these work. Thus 
when developing their learners‟ reading skills, they use textbooks and poems as they 
had learnt, and the same methods as they believe that these were good and have 
the knowledge and confidence as it is what they are used to and familiar with.  
 
Following this, the participants were trained to be educators during the apartheid era 
which means that they were possibly not adequately trained to teach reading for 
meaning and develop critical thinking skills. And if they were adequately trained or 
trained at all, they did not remember clearly. Andile said that he did not remember 
how they were trained to teach reading. On the other hand Pearl stated that they 
were given handouts at college which they had to read and summarise and when 
asked how they were trained to teach reading for meaning she replied that they were 
told to use dictionaries. Njabulo remembers being taught to teach reading as follows, 
“To use the flash cards, they taught us to read a story and ask learners about 
the difficult words, write them on the board, describe them, describe the 
difficult words using flash cards and the pictures or even the object to 




When asked if she was adequately trained to teach reading she said, “Yes, yes, I 
am happy, I am happy.” Yet it is apparent that her training was seriously lacking. 
Perhaps the participants were taught methods other than the ones they mentioned 
but the fact that they could not remember any others is telling in that it possibly 
reveals that they remember only these aspects because it is what they regularly do 
in their classrooms.  
 
Verbeek (2010) found that the manner in which educators teach reading is generally 
in line with their beliefs about reading so as long the participants believe that their 
learning of reading was good and that their training to enhance their learners‟ 
reading skills was adequate, they will continue to use those deficient methods which 
are not in line with interactive models of reading and CAPS. In addition to this as 
long as they believe reading is decoding text to speech, comprehension will be 
neglected. Comprehension needs to be viewed as part of the reading process. As 
explained in Chapter 3 (p.45), the interactive model of reading can be applied in the 
classroom by assisting learners to develop their bottom-up skills by developing their 
vocabulary and grammatical skills. This means that the educator must include 
instruction on cohesive devices of the language and their function across sentences 
and paragraphs as well as pre-teaching vocabulary and background knowledge 
concurrently (Carell, Devine & Eskey, 1988). During the classroom observations, 
Njabulo engaged her Grade 4 learners in very brief discussions about language 
aspects in the text. She asked them what the present tense of the word jumped was 
and the learner who answered did so correctly. She then went on to ask them if 
didn‟t was “the long version or short version.” The learner who answered said long 
version and the educator said, “Yes, what about did not?” There was some shuffling 
and talking amongst the learners which was followed by a few learners saying, “No, 
didn‟t is the short version and did not is the long version.” This example could be an 
indication of two things. Firstly the educator did not know much about contractions or 
she was not paying attention to what the learner had said. Secondly, the learners 
seemed to be quite adept at language usage but only two language aspects were 
highlighted and they were only given one example of present tense and two 




proficiency in English who correctly answered the oral questions relating to these two 
language aspects.  
 
Andile asked his Grade 6 learners to identify figures of speech from the poem, which 
they were unable to do, whilst Pearl did not engage her Grade 5 learners in 
discussion relating to language aspects from their texts. With regards to pre-teaching 
vocabulary concurrently with background knowledge, none of the participants did this 
successfully. Pre-reading questions were asked, but as explained previously these 
questions were not structured to activate their learners‟ background knowledge. 
There was a discussion on new words from the text in the Grade 4 class and one 
group in the Grade 5 class. However, these new words were not discussed before 
reading the text as proposed by Carell et al (2008). Explaining and practicing the 
pronunciation of unfamiliar words before reading a text would assist learners with 
both decoding and comprehension whilst reading.     
 
 Another classroom application of the interactive approach would be to develop top-
down processing skills by building background knowledge which will help the 
learners to predict which prior, existing knowledge to access. Moreover activating 
background knowledge using text-mapping strategies and developing predictive 
skills, gives the reader a purpose for reading (Carell et al, 1988). Understanding a 
text means more than using a dictionary to find meanings of difficult words. Instead, 
comprehension involves being able to answer first level questions, making 
inferences, discussing values and messages, making links between similar texts, 
raising and debating social, cultural and moral issues, highlighting the genre, 
identifying the main and supporting ideas and expressing opinions (DOBE, 2011, 
pp.96-97). Furthermore the text itself should be used to try and work out the 
meanings of unfamiliar words. Another misconception that the participants seem to 
have is that summarising is just stating what the story was about. Learners need to 
be scaffolded using mind maps and key words to identify the main points to enable 
them to list the characters and setting, understand the plot and work with the 





However, it would not be possible for an educator to develop their learners‟ above-
mentioned skills if they were not adequately trained and thus do not understand the 
depth and complexities of skills required in developing reading comprehension skills, 
and if they themselves do not understand fully what is going on in the text. That the 
educators failed to correct their learners‟ incorrect answers could possibly reveal that 
did not fully understand the plot themselves. For example, when Pearl was 
discussing The Frog Prince with one of the group in her Grade 5 class, it was very 
clear that she did not understand what the story was about. This story is a fairy tale. 
A person who is familiar with the conventions of this genre would know to expect to 
find phrases like „once upon a time‟ and „they lived happily ever after, and things like 
castles, beautiful princesses, handsome princes, magic, fairies and other magical 
creatures and so on. For many Black South Africans, magic and magical creatures 
are associated with the dark arts and their princes and princesses live in villages 
near rivers, not castles on hilltops. Therefore, if this genre is not understood, the 
images that are supposed to be created by these words in the minds of the reader 
would be different so the meaning of the story would be distorted. In the case of this 
educator, she was not able to understand that the ugly frog would be magically 
transformed into a handsome prince once kissed by the beautiful princess. She 
found it very amusing when a learner said that the frog wanted to marry the princess 
and become a man. She asked the learners if it was a female frog which implies that 
her thought process had taken her along the lines of the frog being transsexual (refer 
to Chapter 4, 4.3.4).  
 
Further to this, if the educators‟ knowledge is limited, how can they be expected to 
teach their learners effectively? For instance Andile asked his learners to identify the 
figure of speech in line five of the poem. He told them that it was a simile. The line 
read as follows, „We learn things as we grow.” As can be seen, this is clearly not a 
simile.  By definition, a simile compares things using the words like or as (Sindi is as 
thin as a rake). Although the line from the poem contains the word as, it is not used 
to compare things but is used as a conjunction; to join two sentences. Here we also 
see why using a dictionary is not enough to determine the meaning of a word. The 




different meanings and different functions in a sentence. An example of such a word 
is the word lounge. As a noun it refers to a room in a house where people sit and 
relax but as a verb, it is the act of sitting and relaxing.  
 
Finally, all three participants emphasised the importance of pronouncing words 
correctly when developing their learners‟ reading skills, and teaching their learners 
correct pronunciation. In spite of this, during the classroom observations, they 
themselves pronounced words incorrectly so their learners pronounced the words in 
the same incorrect manner. Pronunciation is very important as the mispronunciation 
of some words may distort the meaning of the entire sentence and thus hinder 
comprehension. Njabulo assisted her learners to read to the word „wondered‟. But 
instead of saying wondered, she said „wandered‟. These words have completely 
different meanings. Moreover correct pronunciation is necessary for spelling. 
Spelling patterns in the English language are very complex (E.g. through, though, 
thought, bough, trough). What I have observed with my own learners is that they try 
to spell words as they pronounce them. This might be a possible reason, other than 
the abbreviated spelling used for social networking (E.g. because-bcoz, for-4), for SA 
learners‟ poor spelling. An example of one such observation is that they often 
confuse the spelling of the words live and leave so when they write a sentence it is 
difficult to work out what they are trying to say (E.g. I will leave here now). Do they 
mean that they will be leaving a certain place or do they mean that they will live in a 
certain place? The reason for this error is because they pronounce the word live as 
leave so they spell it as they pronounce it. When correcting the pronunciation of the 
word „their‟ in her Grade 5 class, Pearl pronounced it as „they are‟.  Here again the 
meaning of the sentence may be distorted and the learners will confuse the spelling.  
 
5.8. Embracing change 
Pearl, Andile and Njabulo all said that they are very excited and look forward to the 
implementation of CAPS in the IP in 2013 because they believe that CAPS is 
bringing back the old way of teaching which they feel was better because they 
actually learnt things at school. This is possibly because it makes them feel safe and 




floundering with things that they are not used to and have no experience of working 
with. Here again they fail to see the flaws in their own education. When asked what 
she thought about CAPS, Pearl was excited because the textbooks contained the 
assessment tasks so they would know exactly what to do, and because they must 
teach reading like it was taught in the old days. Andile said that it was better because 
there were less learning areas in the IP and that the textbooks would be easier for 
his learners to understand than the ones they are currently using. He also said, 
“CAPS- I think we are going back where we are coming from. I think it is going to be 
better.” One wonders why they would want to go back to an education system that 
was exclusive and limited the knowledge of so many South African people as 
explained in 5.7. above. For instance, Andile proudly recalled being taught how to 
write a letter of application at school. But this was not a letter to apply for a job as a 
manager of a company. Instead it was a letter to apply for a transfer to another 
school. Perhaps the types of jobs that were reserved for Black South Africans (like 
domestic workers, gardeners and petrol attendants) did not require them to submit 
their curriculum vitae and letter of application.   
 
I remember attending a Primary School and (for one term) a High School that was 
reserved for Indians. Language learning took place as follows. We would begin the 
week by reading a passage and answering a few level one questions. The next day 
we would do a language activity which consisted of a series of unrelated sentences. 
Then we would write an essay on a topic that was also unrelated to anything we had 
done in the previous lessons. The next day would be an oral presentation on an 
equally unrelated topic. Spelling words were not even taken from the text. 
Sometimes the words were related to the essay topic. In 1992 I transferred to an Ex-
Model C School. These schools were previously reserved for White learners so 
when they opened their doors to other race groups, we were amongst the first to 
enjoy this privilege. Till then, I believed that the way we learnt in Primary School was 
good because I did not know any other way. In Grade 9, this Ex-Model C School 
introduced a concept which they called „integrated learning‟. All learning across the 
subjects and within the subjects was linked by themes. For example, if the theme 




purification in Geography, measuring liquids in Mathematics and so on. In English, 
the week would begin with us reading a text which related to water. Language 
aspects were taken from the text and written and oral presentations were also linked 
to this theme. It was very different to what I was used to. I also found it surprising 
that those teachers asked us what we thought of the text and if we believed what the 
writer was saying. In Primary School we were taught to accept what we read as 
being the truth. Although I do not know the sequence in which the different language 
aspects were taught when the participants were at school, based on their responses 
when describing how they were taught the reading aspect, I think it would have been 
more like my apartheid style Primary School experience, if not worse.   
 
Thus it is clear that there is a big difference between how they were taught and how 
CAPS aims to promote and guide teaching. CAPS is a document that integrates all 
aspects of language. This is different to the old way of teaching language as 
language skills were mostly developed in isolation. Now, one theme must be used to 
teach decoding, comprehension, language usage, vocabulary extension, listening, 
speaking and writing so that learning takes place in context and is all related to that 
particular theme. In this way developing the learners‟ different language skills and 
their knowledge on a particular topic is promoted. They are also able to see the 
purpose and relevance of what they are doing. Although the participants have 
misconceptions regarding what CAPS is about, it is positive to note that they are 
willing to change and are embracing the change from NCS to CAPS. This willingness 
is evident as they are already attempting to use the policy document in their 
classrooms, even before its official implementation. Perhaps the willingness to 
change and embracing of change may be attributed to the strong School 
Management Team (SMT). All three participants hold their SMT in high regard and 
say that they are comfortable to discuss challenges they experience in the classroom 
with the SMT. Moreover, it was the Deputy Principal who initiated the UKZN reading 
project at the school and the rest of the SMT have strongly supported and 
encouraged the workshops and research that are conducted at the school as part of 





It is common knowledge that effective leadership is the most important factor in the 
success of a school. Good leaders are those who motivate, guide, initiate, anticipate, 
build visions, create, move forward, inspire and break boundaries (Kotter, 1990). 
Change does not take place easily in many schools because the leaders are too 
autocratic. This means that they work alone to create policy, make decisions and 
assign tasks. Policy change in schools from the top down does not work because all 
educators should actively participate in the decision-making process (Fullan, 1993). 
Leadership styles which are more suitable for implementing change and creating 
learning organisations include transformative and charismatic. Transformative 
leaders bring people together to achieve common goals by changing people‟s 
existing beliefs and they are often charismatic as they are confident in themselves as 
well as in others (Dunford, Fawcett & Bennett, 2000). They have the personal ability 
to lead others by having a profound effect on them and by leading by example.  
 
The SMT at this school certainly possess some of these qualities. Not only did they 
organise the UKZN reading workshops to assist the educators as they were informed 
by the educators that they were experiencing difficulty when teaching reading for 
meaning, but they also attended and actively participated in these workshops. Both 
the Principal and Deputy Principal exude confidence, are energetic, supportive, 
eager to assist where they can and encourage the educators to improve by enrolling 
to study further and attending workshops.  
 
Changing from the one policy document to the other is a mammoth task. Not only 
are the teaching methods different but there are different timetabling implications, 
subject allocations and assessment requirements. But educational reform is 
inevitable because teaching is not static. According to Fullan (2001), understanding 
the change process is less about innovation and more about innovativeness. He 
goes on to state that change is often unclear, complex and clouded by contradictory 
advice. Yet we need to embrace change. When implementing change of any sort, 
some people may resist the change because they are afraid of things that they are 
not familiar with. Fullan (2001) states that in order to manage sustained change in 








Vision building must be a shared process as it represents the values and integrity 
of the school. The school‟s SMT must realise it is a dynamic and interactive process. 
In addition to this evolutionary planning is needed to make the fit between the 
implemented change and to take advantage of unexpected developments and 
opportunities. Moreover the SMT must encourage and support initiative-taking by 
others. This could raise morale and enthusiasm and open the doors to greater 
success. Staff development is a central theme related to change in practice. They 
must be given the opportunity to learn the new ways of doing things, and expand on 
their knowledge and skills. Furthermore, the implementation of the change must be 
monitored to determine what problems are being encountered and how they are 
dealt with. Lastly, schools need to be restructured in terms of transformative 




learners and community. These six themes feed into and on each other and are 
required for substantial educational transformation to occur.  If the change is not 
implemented correctly and closely monitored, CAPS may fail as did OBE, RNCS and 
NCS because the educators do not actually change, but simply revert to what they 
are comfortable with.  
 
The participants said that they are ready to implement CAPS in 2013 and are familiar 
with the document, but they were unable to clearly explain what the document 
contained during the interview process. When asked what the document said about 
teaching reading, Andile said he did not know anything but Njabulo said, “They stick 
more into shared reading.”  On the other hand Pearl explained that reading must be 
done in mornings when the learners‟ minds are fresh and that DVDs, radios and TV 
programmes must be used to teach learners dramatisation. She also said that they 
should use more books and more magazines and watch more TV because “we must 
make them aware of everything that is happening, that will make them 
communicate.” The participants have many misconceptions; the most dangerous 
being that CAPS is designed to bring back the old ways of teaching, because as long 
as they continue to believe this and as long as they believe that the old way of 
teaching was better, they will continue to provide the same inferior education to their 
learners that they received, thus never breaking the chain and improving the quality 
















The purpose of this research was to explore the past and current reading practices 
of three Intermediate Phase language educators in order to ascertain how their 
experiences of learning reading and being trained to teach reading, at tertiary level, 
have shaped their current classroom practices, and how these experiences, beliefs 
and knowledge have prepared them to implement CAPS in their phase in 2013. To 
begin with, conclusions about the participants‟ current teaching practices 
preconceptions and misconceptions will be drawn. This will be integrated with 
discussions on how they ought to be developing their learners‟ reading skills, based 
on the theories highlighted in Chapter 3. Finally, possible reasons for the deficiencies 
observed in the participants‟ lessons and recommendations will be provided. The 
conclusions drawn here are specific to this study and these participants and are 
based on the theories and findings relative to this study with the intention of 
addressing the research questions. 
 
6.2. Preconceptions, Misconceptions and Classroom Practice  
 Although the participants‟ lessons have some differing aspects, there were many 
similarities in the methods as noted during the classroom observations and recorded 
during their interviews. The participants have the preconception (from their own 
schooling and training to teach reading) that reading is decoding text to speech. 
They see a good reader as one who decodes with fluency, accuracy, pronounces 
words correctly and observes punctuation marks. Although comprehension is indeed 
the most important part of reading, it was allocated less time than decoding. The 
participants view the development of reading comprehension as a separate entity, 
the depth and complexities of which are not fully understood by them. They asked 
their learners oral questions about the author, title, illustrator and picture before 
reading the text. However they did not use that information to predict what the text 
might be about and the questions were not structured to activate their learners‟ 




questions did little to enable the learners to understand the text. Oral questions were 
asked after reading the text but these pertained mostly to the plot and were mostly 
level 1 and 2 type questions. The participants did not focus on story structure, 
drawing inferences, the setting, themes, moral, social and cultural issues or 
encourage their learners to voice real opinions regarding different aspects of the text 
to test their knowledge and understanding of the text and lead their thinking. Further 
to this, vocabulary development was lacking as the participants did not demonstrate 
how to place a word in context by using the text to work out the meaning of the word. 
In addition to this, although the participants explained that they were taught how to 
understand a text by using dictionaries to work out the meanings of words, they did 
not use dictionaries in their own classrooms. Lastly, language structures and 
conventions were given the least attention with only a few aspects discussed, like 
one question about past tense and two examples of contractions were discussed in 
the Grade 4 lesson. In Grade 5 there was no language development and in Grade 6 
the educator unsuccessfully questioned his learners about figures of speech. 
According to CAPS (DoBE, 2011, p.12), “A good knowledge of vocabulary and 
grammar provides the foundation for skills development (listening, speaking, reading 
and writing)”. CAPS (DoBE, 2011) states that vocabulary and language structures 
and conventions need to be created in relation to the text, which the participants did. 
However they did not go into sufficient detail, or not at all, to enable the learners to 
experiment with language to build meaning and evaluate the text critically. During the 
oral questioning of vocabulary, language structures and aspects of comprehension, 
there were many instances when the participants did not give the learners a clear 
indication as to whether their responses to these oral questions were correct or 
incorrect so the learners were unable to assess their own understanding of the text.   
 
As can be seen, there were no written activities given. The crucial link between 
reading and writing was not made so the educator would not have a fair assessment 
of who among the learners understood the text and who did not. This again 
demonstrates their misconception that reading is an oral performance; another 
preconception that has been created from their own inadequate education and 




understanding of what constitutes reading material. During the interviews the 
participants explained that at school and in college they were exposed only to books 
and poems so these are the only genres that they use to develop their learners‟ 
reading skills. A wider range of texts, including those from media sources like 
advertisements, newspaper articles and cartoons, are also texts that should also be 
used in the classroom and are important in the development of critical thinking skills 
and their application to real life contexts. In addition to this, understanding the 
structures of different genres is important as it facilitates comprehension and 
prepares the learners for situations outside school. The participants did not explain 
the structures of the genres they used in the classroom (E.g. the poem, play script 
and traditional story) so the next time the learners come across a text within that 
genre they might not recognise its unique features which may have prepared them 
for what to expect in the text. Moreover, using the same types of texts could become 
tedious and the learners may get bored whereas using different texts to develop 
learners‟ reading skills provides variety and creates interest. Whether the learners 
enjoyed the texts they read was difficult to determine as the participants did not do 
anything to evoke interest and excitement and motivate the learners throughout the 
reading process. This may result in the learners viewing reading as a classroom 
chore instead of a fun hobby as well.  
 
In addition to selecting a variety of texts, texts should be selected that are relevant to 
the learners‟ experiences and also to the purpose of the lesson. The educator must 
have a clear idea as to which skills they want to develop and choose texts that will 
best enable them to develop those skills. In cases where texts that seem distant from 
the learners‟ contexts have to be taught, the onus is on the educator to link the text 
to the learners‟ existing schemas and lead them from the known to the unknown. In 
this way the learners‟ knowledge base will be expanded and they will be exposed to 
new ideas and concepts which are important to promote democracy and survive in a 
country that is as diverse as South Africa. The participants chose texts that were age 
appropriate but they did not adequately link them to the learners‟ experiences. A 
possible reason for this could be that they themselves did not fully understand what 




understand and in this study it was evident that the participants battled with 
pronunciation, understanding the plot, language structures and the proper methods, 
in terms of the interactive models of reading and the CAPS reading cycle, of 
developing their learners‟ reading skills.  
 
The table in 4.5. of this study highlights the areas that require improvement in order 
for the participants to become more effective reading teachers and develop the skills 
that were neglected in their own substandard education. Although they acknowledge 
that their own education was deficient, the misconception that the participants have 
is that their education was a wonderful experience and that their reading skills were 
adequately developed. This misconception is based on the preconception that 
reading is essentially decoding text to speech. One cannot dispute that their 
decoding skills were effectively developed but they fail to see that the same cannot 
be said for the other side of reading (comprehension). For as long as they do not 
fully understand the areas in which their education was lacking and for as long as 
they do not realise that reading involves both decoding and comprehension 
processes and that reading and writing is linked, the cycle of inferior education 
created by Bantu Education will continue.  
 
Another indicator that they were satisfied with the mediocre education that they 
received is that, during the interviews, they stated that they were very excited about 
the implementation of CAPS because it is the same as the old way of teaching. As 
explained in Chapter 5 (5.8) the way language must be taught according to CAPS is 
completely different from the way it was taught in Bantu Education during the 
apartheid era. The misconception that CAPS is similar to the old ways of teaching is 
probably the most dangerous one they hold because the participants will feel justified 
in continuing to use the deficient methods of teaching reading modelled by their 
teachers at school and training college. This misconception also implies that 
although the participants say they are ready and prepared to implement CAPS in 
their phase in 2013, they are probably not.  If they did fully understand what the 




Education. In addition to this although they tried to implement aspects of the reading 
process from CAPS when developing their learners‟ reading skills, the aspects they 
covered were done so superficially and lacked the depth that is required to ensure 
that learners are able to enjoy the reading process, make inferences, activate 
schemas, express real opinions, work with vocabulary and language aspects within 
the context of the text and so on. Thus at the time of conducting this research, the 
participants were not ready to implement CAPS effectively and their teaching of 
reading was still influenced by the misconceptions and preconceptions created by 
their own inferior education and training.  
 
6.3. Barriers to change 
The participants did express an earnest desire to improve their teaching of reading 
which this researcher believes to be sincere. The question that then arises is why 
they do not. According to Mezirow (1997) people reject ideas that do not fit their 
preconceptions. To prevent this from happening, autonomous responsible thinking 
must be developed through transformative learning. If one critically reflects on the 
assumptions upon which interpretations, beliefs, points of view or habits of mind are 
based, frames of reference can be changed (Mezirow, 1997, p.7). However, this is 
not a simple process because as long as something fits comfortably within our frame 
of reference, change will not occur. In the case of the participants, they are 
comfortable with their current practices as these provide a sense of security and give 
them the confidence. The educator is expected to be the person in the classroom 
who knows the most so trying out new methods that they do not fully understand 
may create a fear of failure in front of their learners.  They have established points of 
view and have developed certain habits in the manner of doing things. Their point of 
view is that they are developing their learners‟ reading skills adequately because 
their learners are able to decode well and they believe that they were taught to read 
well because they are also able to decode well. As a result they stick to the habits 
that they have developed from their own learning and tertiary training and either do 
not fully understand the areas that they are not developing all their learners‟ reading 
skills effectively, or they are too afraid to venture into the unknown. Perhaps if they 




teaching methods could possibly change. It is beyond the scope of this research to 
fully explore the methods involved in changing an educator‟s frame of reference.  
 
The second question that arises is: how can they change when they do not fully 
understand what they have to change? They know that their teaching of reading 
requires attention but they do not fully understand which areas need improvement or 
why they need improvement. For them, their learners read well because they decode 
well, although they admit that pronunciation is a problem, and if their learners 
struggle to understand the text they must use dictionaries to determine the meanings 
of words. They prioritised pronunciation as a hurdle when they read and when they 
teach reading because of their preconception that reading is essentially decoding 
text to speech, but it was evident during the classroom observations that 
comprehension was a bigger reason for concern for both the participants and their 
learners. Further to this they seem to be satisfied that they had asked the correct 
questions before and after reading the text, and to an extent they did. However their 
questions were structured to only scrape the surface but did not assist the learners 
to go beyond the surface to work out the true meaning and purpose of the text. To 
enable the participants to fully understand the areas that need improvement perhaps 
they ought to undergo ongoing evaluation, by people they respect and trust and who 
are actually familiar with what developing reading skills entails. Workshops or 
mentoring should then be organised and structured to address those specific 
deficiencies, build confidence to deal with new methods, and equip the educators 
with the tools to implement that change and become more effective reading 
teachers.     
 
The Department of Basic Education continually changes policy documents with a 
view to improve the poor results that SA learners continually produce but 
educationalists in this department appear to fail to see real problem. Policies and 
learners will fail if the educators are not adequately trained to implement them in the 
classroom. It is pointless - a time and money waste to implement a new policy 
document if the educators do not clearly understand what the policy expects them to 




problem amongst learners and educators alike, a problem that can be attributed to 
the substandard Bantu Education, designed in the apartheid era, and its ongoing 
effects.  Educators cannot be expected to work with the documents on their own 
after attending a few workshops because when they come back to school and try to 
implement what they were told, they might realise that there are aspects that they 
still do not understand or that the document was not clear at times or did not provide 
sufficient detail. For instance, if one considers the reading process (DOBE, 2011, pp. 
10-11) it „summarises‟ the activities that learners must be engaged in. The 
participants read this summary and implemented it as they understood it. They 
asked the learners to summarise what they had read and asked questions about the 
title and author. As no further explanation was provided in the document, they did not 
use those pre-reading questions to scaffold the learners‟ understanding and 
expectations of the text, nor did they use pre-reading questions to activate 
background knowledge and make predictions, possibly because they did not know 
that they had to this or how they were supposed to do it. If educators do not have a 
complete and clear understanding of what to do with the document, they may lack 
confidence and have a fear of failure in front of their learners so they might revert to 
what they are comfortable with and as there is no ongoing evaluation, none will be 
the wiser.  
 
6.4. Recommendations: Making the CAPS fit 
The problem of literacy in SA is both complicated and serious. At the time of 
conducting this research, SA celebrated its eighteenth year into democracy. In terms 
of education, the country has gone from OBE to NCS, to RNCS and now CAPS, 
each designed to try to fill the gaps that Bantu Education has created. These gaps 
have proven to be so deep, that eighteen years and four policies later, the effects still 
characterise the lived experience of both educators and learners in classrooms every 
day. The mediocre education and training that many SA educators received spills 
over into their teaching. As a result they use the same limited, inferior methods to 
teach their learners. Based on what they model to their learners, preconceptions and 
habits of mind are created in their learners‟ frames of reference. Those learners who 




cycle will continue. It is huge task to break that cycle because changing a person‟s 
existing frame of reference is extremely difficult. To make recommendations in that 
regard would be unrealistic so the following suggestions are provided to try and help 
educators improve their teaching of reading in terms of what is expected by CAPS. 
 
Firstly, intensive workshops and training that deal specifically with developing 
learners‟ reading skills need to be held because if all the reading skills are not 
sufficiently developed all learning will be hindered. If a learner cannot decode with 
accuracy, use prior knowledge, make predictions and inferences, summarise and 
evaluate what they have read, work out the meanings of new words within the 
context of the text, and understand the structures of different genres, they will not be 
able to cope as they advance to the higher grades and at tertiary level where they 
are expected to work independently with texts in all subjects. Thus these workshops 
should be designed to highlight the fact that reading involves many processes and 
not just decoding text to speech. Facilitators must demonstrate how to engage the 
learners in the reading process summarised in CAPS to ensure that this process is 
not implemented superficially as a checklist. In addition to explaining the various 
aspects of comprehension, educators must also be taught the purpose of these 
different aspects so that they will have a clear understanding of what to do and why 
they have to do it.   
 
Secondly as mentioned above (6.3.), there should be ongoing evaluation of the 
methods that the teachers use when developing their learners reading skills because 
developing learners‟ reading skills is a complex process that requires the 
development of many aspects, which is what the reading process explained in CAPS 
entails. As a result, an educator may improve in one aspect and not realise that they 
are ignoring or lacking in another. Ongoing evaluation would help the educator to 
identify and improve on the deficient areas.  
 
Thirdly, as part of their mandatory files (planning and assessment), educators ought 
to keep a reflective journal wherein they critically reflect on their lessons and their 




development or lack thereof, and learn from their reflections. These reflective 
journals should be reviewed by the relevant subject head or SMT so that the 
challenges and barriers educators encounter in the classroom, when implementing 
CAPS, can be addressed individually or if these are common hurdles, as a whole 
staff. 
 
Lastly, more frequent workshops designed to systematically give educators insight 
into the limitations of their frames of reference and develop their teaching strategies, 
at both school and DoE level, and mentoring should be made compulsory as these 
would provide educators with a platform to voice their challenges and barriers when 
teaching reading as well as improve their teaching of reading. If educators were 
assisted in dealing with their individual areas of concern, they would be more 
comfortable and confident to try out the more effective methods and manage CAPS 
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Semi Structured Interview Questions 
 
Part 1: General 
1. Where do you live? 
2. Who do you live with? 
3. What do you enjoy doing in your spare time? 
4. What would you say is the most important thing in your life? 
 
Part 2: Early experiences 
1. Who did you live with when you were growing up? 
2. What work did the adults you grew up with do? 
3. What do you remember about reading before you began school? 
4. Can you tell me about your earliest memories of reading? 
5. What kind of reading did you see happening around you in the home and for 
what purpose was reading being done? 
6. How did you learn to read? 
7. Did anybody read to you or tell you stories? 
8. Can you remember any of these stories? Which was your favourite? Why? 
Part 3: School 
a. Primary 
1. Describe the school you attended where you first learnt how to read? 
2. What can you tell me about your first experiences with learning to read at 
school? 
3. How did your teacher teach you how to read? 
4. What types of texts did you first read? 
5. Did you enjoy these texts and your reading lessons? Why? Why not? 
6. Did you get reading homework?  
7. Did anybody at home help you with your reading activities or give you 
extension activities? 
8. How did they help you? 
 
b. High 
1. Describe the high school you attended? 
2. How did your high school teachers help you develop your reading skills? 




4. Did you enjoy these texts and your reading lessons? Why? Why not? 
5. Did you get reading homework?  
6. Did anybody at home help you with your reading activities or give you 
extension activities? 
7. How did they help you? 
 
Part 4: Pre service training 
1. Why did you decide to become a language educator? 
2. Where did you study to become a language educator? 
3. What qualification did you obtain from this institution? 
4. How did they teach you to teach reading? 
5. Do you apply those principles when you teach reading? Explain. 
6. Do you think you were adequately trained to teach reading? Why? Why not? 
Part 5: In-service training 
1. For how many years have you been a language educator? 
2. Did you study further after obtaining your qualification? 
3. What workshops have you attended? 
4. Who were these workshops organised by? (DoE, Union,SMT etc) 
5. Did any of these workshops deal with methods to teach reading? Explain. 
6. Have you used any of these methods in your classroom? How? 
7. How effective do you think these methods are? 
8. What do you think you could learn to make yourself a better reading teacher? 
 
Part 6: Current reading practices 
1. Describe how you teach reading to your learners.  
2. What types of texts do you use to teach reading? 
3. What kinds of reading do you do now and for what purposes? 
4. What difficulties do you experience when reading? 
5. Do you read to children in your home or help them with their reading 
homework? 
6. How is this the same/ different to how you were assisted at home as a child? 
7. When you reflect back, what do you realise about schooling and its effect on 






Part 7: Barriers and challenges 
1. What are the greatest challenges you encounter as a language educator at 
your school? 
2.  What challenges do you encounter when teaching reading? 
3. Have you discussed these challenges with your School Management Team? 
4. What support did you receive from your SMT? 
5. How do you feel about the implementation of the new policy document, 
CAPS, in 2013? 
6. What can you tell me about the approach that CAPS takes to teaching 
reading in your phase? 
7. Have you attended any CAPS workshops?  
























Date: _________________     Educator: __________________ 
 




1. What type of text was used (genre)? ______________________________ 
 
2. Title of the text:_______________________________________________________ 
 
3. Author/ creator: ______________________________________________________ 
 
4. How much time was spent decoding the text? ________________ 
 
5. Description of decoding strategy used (tick): 
 
Strategy Tick 
Individual (silent/ aloud)  
Paired  
Group  
Whole class (choral)  
Whole class (educator)  
Whole class (individual learners)  
Other  
 
6. a. How much time was spent on vocabulary extension? ________________ 
 






7. a. How much time was spent on developing grammatical skills? ________________ 
 
b. Description of grammatical skills development: ______________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
8. a. How much time was spent on comprehension activities? ____________________ 
b. Description of comprehension activities? ________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
9. Tick the appropriate number: 1- never, 2- some evidence, 3- most times, 4- always
       
Comprehension processes 1 2 3 4 
Identify purpose for reading     
Answer pre-reading questions before reading     
Make predictions before, during and after reading     
Activate relevant background knowledge for reading      
Genre highlighted     
Features of the genre explained     
Think aloud while reading     
Handle unfamiliar words during reading     
Create visual representations to aid comprehension     
Summarise what was read     
First level questions asked     
Inferences made     
Values and messages discussed     
Links between similar texts made     
Social, cultural, moral issues raised/ debated     
Identification of main ideas     
Identification of supporting ideas     









10. Tick the appropriate number: 1- never, 2- some evidence, 3- most times, 4- always 
       
Did the educator 1 2 3 4 
Use a variety of strategies     
Chose texts that would interest the learners     
Chose texts that were at an appropriate level     
Assessed decoding skills     
Assessed comprehension skills (oral/ written)     
Link texts to learners‟ lives and experiences     






11. Implementation of CAPS (tick): E-effectively, M-made an attempt, N-not at all 
a. Pre-reading activities 




    
Looking at the source, 
author, and publication 
date  
 
    
Reading the first and last 
paragraphs of a section 
 
    






Activity E M  N Notes 
Pause occasionally to check 
your comprehension and to let 
the ideas sink in  
 
    
Compare the content to your 
predictions  
 
    
Use the context to work out 
the meaning of unknown 
words as much as is possible; 
where this is not possible, use 
a dictionary  
 
    
Visualise what you are 
reading  
 
    
Keep going even if you don‟t 
understand a part here and 
there.  
 
    
Reread a section if you do not 
understand at all. Read 
confusing sections aloud, at a 
slower pace, or both.  
 
    
Ask someone to help you 
understand a difficult section  
 
    
Add reading marks and 
annotate key points  
 
    
Reflect on what you read  
 
    
 
c. Post reading 
Activity E M  N Notes 
Ask yourself if you accomplished 
your purpose.  
 
    
Draw conclusions  
 
    
Write a summary to help you 
clarify and recall main ideas.  





Think about and write new 
questions you have on the topic  
 
    
If you will need to recall specific 
information, make a graphic 
organiser or outline of key ideas 
and a few supporting details  
 
    
Understanding – confirm your 
understanding of the text  
 
    
Evaluate – bias, accuracy, quality 
of the text  
 
    
Extend your thinking – use ideas 
you saw in text 
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